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 i 
Abstract 
 
In children’s picture books, representations of food and food practices are central and recurrent in 
the ways in which stories are told on the page. Book creators frequently use food-related references 
to define character identity, as well as to determine the physical, social and cultural contexts in 
which the characters and narratives of the books operate. These representations draw on the fact that 
food is a basic signifying element in a child’s world and food-related practices constitute one of the 
key ways in which adults communicate a wide range of social, cultural and behavioural norms. The 
centrality of food in children’s lives and in child–adult relations is evidenced by a vocabulary of 
textual and illustrative references based on food and our relationships to food that constitute what I 
call the picture book diet. Focusing on a corpus of 170 shortlisted, award-winning and bestselling 
Australian picture books published between 2000 and 2013, the thesis examines this vocabulary in 
detail, exploring the ways in which food depictions, both featured and incidental (those providing 
context or background to setting or characterisation), acquire meaning and value. It brings together 
semiotic analysis with aspects of thing theory (in particular the material agency of food and of the 
book itself) in a consideration of the textual and extratextual elements that coalesce in the moment 
of reading to shape meaning. 
 In the worlds created in picture books, food and food practices can be seen to provide the 
maximum signification for the minimum of signifying. By interrogating these significations, certain 
meanings and values, formulated within a genre-specific system that I refer to as the economy of 
the picture book diet, can be seen to be reiterated across the corpus. These expose the picture book 
genre’s capacity to encode and promote a range of cultural values and assumptions relating to 
identity, sense of place and social cohesion. While food references in picture books may not always 
be directly linked to real world uses and assumptions, the capacity for this food-based vocabulary to 
communicate meaning relies on the richness of those associations and shared cultural codes 
between book creators and readers. The analyses in the thesis reveal a range of perhaps unintended 
correlations and alignments between food and cultural identity, place, family dynamics, gender and 
sense of self. Many of the cultural assumptions involving food types and food practices embedded 
in these texts reinforce notions of what, why and how we eat that are currently being questioned in 
contemporary society in relation to ethnicity, gender and public health. This research offers a 
contribution towards better understanding what it is we are feeding our children when we read them 
a book. 
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Introduction	  	  
What	  are	  we	  feeding	  our	  children	  when	  we	  read	  them	  a	  book?	  	  
Food is ever-present in our lives, not only in material form, but also as an idea that is woven 
through the fabric of society, and what we eat has become a topic of robust debate and discussion 
across Australian communities. Food features in the media on a daily basis – from an endless 
variety of cooking shows to persistent reports on food-related health matters; from the repercussions 
of trade treaties on sectors of the food industry to the environmental impacts of food production. In 
particular, there has been a strong focus in the media since the early 2000s on rising rates of diet-
related illnesses such as childhood obesity and type-2 diabetes. In response, public health discourses 
in Australia (as in other Western countries) emphasise the importance of establishing healthy eating 
patterns in childhood. What we feed our children is rendered significant not only for their individual 
physical and mental health, but also for community wellbeing and the future economic prosperity of 
the nation. Notions about what is appropriate and inappropriate to consume come from a variety of 
sources including government agencies, food companies and community organisations. However, 
perhaps the strongest messages we receive about what to eat come from the cultural values and 
norms ingrained in our families and societies, supported, I would argue, by the codes and 
conventions embedded in the artefacts our cultures produce.  
 In the middle of the first decade of this century, as I sat on the library floor with my young 
son perusing picture books, I was struck by what seemed like a disjuncture between messages being 
promulgated in the media about the alarming rise in childhood obesity and the versions of the world 
being presented on the page that seemed to normalise the consumption of the types of foods public 
health nutritionists were warning us against. I also started to notice how frequently food and food-
related references appeared in the books. What were we as a culture communicating to young 
children about the meanings and values of food through these texts? This became, some years later, 
one of the central research questions for this thesis. As the project developed it became increasingly 
obvious that “food is noisy” (Smith and Jehlika 397), speaking to us not only about what we eat, but 
about how we define ourselves and others, and how we relate to each other and our physical and 
social environments. Thus a second key research question emerged: what do the meanings and 
values of food communicated through picture books reveal about embedded cultural assumptions 
concerning identity, place, social cohesion and family dynamics? What follows is an exploration of 
the lines of thought that spread, web-like, from an attempt to answer these key questions. 
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 Children’s literature is different from other fields of textuality in that for the most part it is 
created with the specific intention not only of entertaining but also of enculturating its audiences, 
those “forming their self-images and future expectations” (Weitzman et al. 1146). As such it can be 
understood to have a socialising imperative, presenting stories to children “in need of learning how 
to think about their world, how to see and understand themselves and others” (Nodelman, 
“Decoding the Images” 131). In creating versions of the world, even when challenging the status 
quo, children’s books encode and promote cultural conventions, providing their audience with “the 
vocabularies they need to read the world and the maps they need to negotiate the specific culture(s) 
of which they are a part” (O’Sullivan, “Children’s Literature” 290). These vocabularies and maps 
necessarily have embedded in them the values and norms of the society in which the book is 
produced, “carrying the resonances and meanings” of the discourses on which it draws for 
expression, either explicitly or implicitly (de Villiers 5).  
 My aim in this thesis is to unpick the assumptions about food and food practices represented 
in texts for younger children and to expose their resonances and meanings, as well as to analyse the 
cultural work carried out by food and food references in these books. In order to do this, my broader 
enquiry looks at how these meanings are produced and communicated. Picture books are aimed 
largely at a pre-literate audience, and one of the defining characteristics of the genre is the use of 
both words and images to tell the story. Much can be conveyed to young children by images, multi-
layered communicators of meaning containing both “perceptual” and “cultural” messages (Barthes, 
“Rhetoric” 137). Picture books necessarily use conventional codes of representation in order to 
make sense to their audiences and can be understood to be “grounded in some version of consensus 
reality” (Stephens, Language and Ideology 158) even when it is not the conscious intention of the 
book creator/s to promote a particular world view. Picture books therefore offer a rich resource for 
understanding how a society fashions itself for the young. As Ellen Spitz notes, 
Even when they are not intended to do so, picture books provide children with some of 
their earliest takes on morality, taste, and basic cultural knowledge, including messages 
about gender, race, and class. They supply a stock of images for children’s mental 
museums. (14) 
My focus is on an examination of the stock images related to food and food practices (both visual 
and textual), interrogating the way book creators construct and reconstruct versions of reality on the 
page. This is in line with Anstey and Bull’s assertion that children’s texts “are not only sites where 
imagination and response are situated, but also places of cultural production and reproduction” 
(206).  
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Food	  in	  children’s	  books:	  literature	  review	  
Wendy Katz, in one of the first general discussions of food in children’s texts, suggested in 1980 
that food may be the “sex” in children’s literature (192), an idea that is still often playfully tossed 
around the publishing industry. It was a provocative notion, yet it took close to twenty years before 
food in children’s literature began to grow as a field of study, even though food practices have been 
a rich field of enquiry in anthropology, sociology and cultural studies for many decades. It is widely 
accepted across disciplines that food is an important signifier of culture and identity (Ashley et al.; 
Barthes “Towards a Psychosociology”; Daniel; de Solier and Duruz; Duruz; Farb; Germov and 
Williams; Keeling and Pollard, Critical Approaches; Mack; Mintz, “Eating and Being” and 
Sweetness and Power; Montanari; Visser).  
 Keeling and Pollard, the most widely published authors in the field of food in children’s 
literature, claim that food is “a substance upon which civilizations and cultures have built 
themselves” (“Introduction” 5). As a powerful cultural signifier, food is “a constant thread in 
literature,” proliferating on the page as the product of the imagination (“Introduction” 6). In our 
daily lives, food and food practices such as cultivation, production, marketing, preparation and 
consumption, play a significant role in social transactions, family dynamics, sense of identity, work 
practices and relationships to land and place. These practices are widely represented in literature for 
young children, and are central and recurrent in the ways in which picture book stories are told on 
the page. Book creators frequently use food-related references to determine the physical, social, 
cultural and personal contexts in which characters and narratives operate. These representations 
draw on the fact that food is a basic signifying element in a child’s world and food-related practices 
constitute one of the key ways in which adults communicate a wide range of social, cultural and 
behavioural norms. Food not only structures a child’s day through meals and snacks, but is linked to 
pleasure, role-learning, choice, play, sociability and discipline. This centrality of food in children’s 
lives and in child–adult relations is evidenced by a vocabulary of textual and illustrative references 
based on food and food practices that writers and illustrators use to mediate relations between 
characters within a narrative, between characters and the reader, and between book creators and the 
reader.  
 A key feature of this study is the focus on incidental as well as featured depictions that 
constitute this food-based vocabulary. Incidental depictions are those where food and relationships 
to food are denoted in words and/or pictures only to provide context or background; that is, where 
the food is not the focal point of the scene or narrative. For example, incidental references include 
the mention of a favourite food in a list profiling a character, an illuminated cafe sign in a night 
cityscape, and a mother holding a cup of coffee in her lap as she watches her children play. Notably, 
a majority of the incidental depictions appear only in the illustrations and are not referenced in the 
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text. I argue that a focus on incidental depictions draws attention to what may otherwise go 
unnoticed. John Stephens suggests that what is rendered invisible is linked to “those societal 
presuppositions which you yourself have learned to subscribe to” (Language and Ideology 50). 
Stephens is addressing the reader here, but my research shows this is also relevant to book creators. 
Interviews undertaken for this thesis have revealed that some book creators were not conscious of 
the way they used food in their work and expressed surprise when the high frequency of food 
references in their books was pointed out to them (Blackwood; Graham, “Re: Depiction of Food”). 
This shows that the representation of food can, in a counter-intuitive sense, be rendered invisible 
even to the writer and illustrator. However, what may be rendered invisible to an adult reader or 
book creator, someone literate in ways of reading the world as well as the word, cannot be assumed 
to be invisible to a pre-literate child. Various studies have shown that children are better than adults 
in noticing details in picture books (Sanders 79), a point understood by book creators such as 
Robert Lawson who intentionally gives his picture book illustrations much detail: “I know that 
some little unconsidered phrase or detail is going to mean a lot to some child” (qtd in Sanders 80). 
In terms of the codes and conventions of picture books, therefore, incidental depictions unnoticed 
by adult readers could be discoveries or conscious observations for a young audience “for whom 
negotiating newness is a daily task” (Lewis 153).  
 Featured depictions are also part of this study, falling into two categories: where food is 
central to the storyline, such as the making of a cake that has fantastically dangerous outcomes; and 
where food is not central to the storyline but there are explicit references in the text and/or 
illustrations to a food event, such as a meal or party, or a food practice, such as a cooking or 
shopping scene. To date, most studies looking at food in children’s literature have focussed on 
featured depictions (Corinth; Daniel; Gargano; Hunt, “Coldtongue”; Keeling and Pollard, “Power, 
Food and Eating”; Park; Satz; Vallone). Some researchers have canvassed incidental as well as 
featured references in studies of a particular writer’s work (Fisher; Keeling and Pollard, “The Key is 
in the Mouth” and “Gazing Forward”; Wannamaker). Others have looked at selected titles to tease 
out specific themes: the relationship between food and gender (Blackford; Fraustino; Vernon), 
portrayals of overweight characters (Glessner et al.; Webb, “Voracious Appetites”), or food and the 
construction of childhood (Daniel; Honeyman; Webb, “Food: Changing Approaches”). There have 
been several studies from a nutrition and health perspective examining the impact picture books 
may have on food choices and eating behaviours in children (Byrne and Nitzke, “Preschool 
Children’s Acceptance”; de Droog et al.; Houston-Price et al.); and there have been a number of 
studies, again from a nutrition and health perspective, surveying the types of foods or food-related 
behaviours found in picture books for preschoolers (Byrne and Nitzke, “Nutrition Messages”; 
England et al.; Goldman and Descartes; Gordon and Scarfo; Matvienko). Aside from my own 
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published work arising from this research (Cohn), there have been no studies published from a 
literary or cultural studies perspective surveying both featured and incidental food depictions in a 
large body of work such as the one that informs this thesis.  
 While surveys of food in children’s literature are not common – and none have been carried 
out on Australian titles to date – it is recognised that close analysis of a survey set can reveal trends 
that expose assumed cultural values. Studies based on surveys of children’s books, for example, 
have looked at depictions of Afro-American characters in picture books and texts for older children 
(Sims Bishop); gender roles in picture books (Adams et al.; Anderson and Hamilton; DeWitt et al.; 
Gooden and Gooden; Hamilton et al.; Papazian; Weitzman et al.); beds as cultural signifiers in 
picture books (Nikolajeva and Taylor); images of babies in board books (Nodelman, “The Mirror 
Staged”); and representations of foreign nations in picture books (O’Sullivan, “S is for Spaniard”). 
These studies attempt to tease out what the frequency and context of particular representations tell 
us not only about the culture that has produced the texts, but also about how texts communicate 
ideas, meanings and values to their intended audiences. This two-pronged enquiry frames my own 
research which is based on a survey of selected picture books published in Australia between 2000 
and 2013, by authors and illustrators who identify as Australian with the aim of capturing what 
young children are likely to be exposed to when they read a recently published picture book, 
produced by the culture in which they are growing up, at a particular moment in time. 
 
The	  corpus	  
Two thirds of printed children’s books sold in Australia are Australian in origin (ABS, “Book 
Publishers” 16), and it would therefore be reasonable to assume that the majority of picture books 
consumed by Australian children are by Australian book creators. The picture books selected for the 
initial survey were those most likely to be in broad circulation and readily available to children 
between the ages of two and eight years old – bestsellers – as well as those that have been 
acknowledged to be of high cultural value as shortlisted or award-winning books. Covering literary 
awards, publishing industry awards, popularity awards voted by child readers (children’s choice 
awards), and bestseller lists, the survey thus included books endorsed by the industry and 
professional readers, books endorsed by child readers and books endorsed by (usually adult) book-
buyers.1 The age range for readership was chosen to capture pre-literate and emerging readers, 
                                                
1 Bestselling books may be heavily promoted by the publisher and booksellers with targeted advertising 
campaigns, display stands, author visits and signings. Thus the buyer’s choice is often influenced by industry 
choices about which books to push in the marketplace. 
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roughly corresponding to toddlers, preschool-aged children, and those up to mid-primary school 
years. This age range is broadly accepted by publishers as the audience for picture books for young 
children. 
 Shortlisted and award-winning books are given extra publicity and promotion by publishers 
and booksellers, including a sticker on the book cover as an emblem of success, which usually 
boosts sales. In addition, the perceived cultural capital in books regarded as exceptional by expert 
readers informs reviewing and standing orders lists. “Award winners” is a listing category for book 
distributors who supply libraries (Hateley, “And the Winner Is …?” 191). The Children’s Book 
Council of Australia (CBCA) Awards, established in 1946, are the most prominent awards for this 
sector of the industry in Australia, with the CBCA recognised as the leading organisation in 
Australia promoting children’s literature. As Foster et al. note: “CBCA judges construct their 
reports with an awareness of the influence of their recommendations on a buying public, many of 
whom recognise the range of expertise and experience brought by the judges to the task of 
selection” (xv). Educators are also influenced by these awards. The Primary English Teaching 
Association of Australia has been publishing an annual teacher’s guide on how to use CBCA 
shortlisted books in the classroom since 2009 (“CBCA Guides”).  
 The awards considered for the survey were:  
• Children’s Book Council of Australia Awards. Two award categories were included in the 
survey – early childhood and picture books. Early childhood books that were not picture 
books were discounted, as were picture books for children outside the age range of two to 
eight years old. Judging panels for these awards – and the State-based literary awards and 
Prime Minister’s Literary Awards listed below – are usually made up of three to five 
published authors and/or experts in the field of children’s literature. 
• State-based literary awards. There are three in Australia with a category for children’s 
books: The NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, the Queensland Premier’s Literary Awards 
(replaced in 2012 by the Queensland Literary Awards) and the Western Australian Premier’s 
Book Awards. All accept entries from across Australia.  
• The Prime Minister’s Literary Awards. These were established in 2008, with 2010 the first 
year there was a children’s fiction category.  
• The Australian Book Industry Awards (ABIA). An “academy” made up of over 100 
representatives from the bookselling and publishing industries votes on twelve award 
categories (including Book of the Year for Younger Children) to establish shortlists. Expert 
panels decide on the winner in each category. The organisations behind these awards are the 
Australian Publishers Association, the Australian Booksellers Association and the 
Australian Society of Authors. 
 7 
• Children’s Choice awards – BILBY Awards (Qld), COOL Awards (ACT), CROW/KANGA 
Awards (SA), CYBER Awards (Tas), KOALA Awards (NSW), KROC Awards (NT), 
WAYBRA Awards (WA) and YABBA Awards (Vic).2 These are run by volunteers, 
libraries or State-based branches of the Children’s Book Council, and each has its own 
criteria for eligibility. School-aged students nominate their favourite books, and thus teacher 
preferences come into play (as they usually choose which books are studied in class). The 
books that receive the highest votes are the winners. Only titles for young readers published 
in Australia between 2000 and 2012 were included in the survey. 
Information on bestsellers was gathered from Nielsen BookScan’s book sales monitoring system, as 
published in Think Australian (an annual overview of the Australian book market produced by 
Books+Publishing), covering the period 2002/2003 (first issue) through to 2011/2012. Titles that 
did not fit the survey criteria were excluded.  
 As my focus is on books for younger readers (under eight years old), those for older readers 
(over eight years old) were generally not included in the survey set. Establishing whether a picture 
book is for a younger or older reader is not always straightforward. Based on word-count, storyline 
and illustrations, some are clearly for pre-literate readers or those beginning to learn to read. Some 
books are sophisticated in both text and image and obviously aimed for older readers, often of high-
school age. Others could be appropriate for both younger and older readers. Indications of intended 
audience may be made by the publisher, a book reviewer or a librarian (in terms of whether the 
book is shelved in a section for early readers, junior readers or young adult readers). The three 
sources do not always nominate the same readership for the same book. I accessed all the texts 
through my local public library, which is likely to be the way most children and their carers access 
picture books, and discounted those that were not available in the section designed for young/early 
readers. However, some texts that were available in this section and that met my criteria were 
discounted on the grounds that they required significantly higher levels of textual and visual literacy 
than the majority of books in the survey. For example, they may have had extended word counts 
(over 1500 words) or complex word-based and illustrative imagery. In this regard, there is a certain 
amount of subjectivity in establishing the parameters of the survey set but it can confidently be 
claimed that all the books included in the corpus would be suitable for younger readers.  
 A total of 219 books comprised the initial survey set. Over seventy-seven percent of the 
surveyed titles refer to food in some way, confirming my initial observations back on the library 
floor about the frequency of such references. The forty-nine titles that did not contain any food 
                                                
2 These award names are acronyms. See appendix for full name. 
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references were set aside. The remaining 170 books constitute the corpus on which the research for 
this thesis is based. The appendix contains a full listing of the books in the corpus together with 
details about their award and/or bestseller status. 
 Although I am a book editor by profession and trained to consider the strengths and 
weaknesses of texts, I have endeavoured in my analyses to avoid overt judgement about whether 
books are “good” or “bad.” I have adopted Clare Bradford’s approach: “Believing that texts evade 
the intentions of their producers and that they are produced as much by cultural discourses as by 
authors, I read them to identify the discursive formations and the ideologies that inform them” 
(Unsettling Narratives 225). 
 
Ideology	  in	  children’s	  literature	  
The reference to “ideology” by Bradford requires some discussion as it is a key term in children’s 
literature research. While the term is historically rooted in Marxist thought, from a cultural studies 
perspective ideology can be understood as a notion referring to the expression of a culture’s value 
systems in representations such as images, words, sounds and gestures (Turner 327). The term 
ideology is commonly used in the children’s literature field to indicate “assumptions taken for 
granted in the culture that produces and consumes the text” (Rudd, Routledge Companion 192). 
John Stephens simplifies this further, defining ideology as “a system of beliefs by which we make 
sense of the world” and suggesting that children’s literature offers its readers “a network of 
ideological positions, many of which are neither articulated nor recognized as being essentially 
ideological” (Language and Ideology 8). Stephens’s approach to ideology and the analysis of 
children’s literature has been influential in the field, and ideology is widely acknowledged as 
present, whether consciously or unconsciously, in all children’s literature (Allan; Anstey and Bull; 
Appleyard; Bradford, Reading Race and Unsettling Narratives; Bull; Freebody et al.; Gibson; Hunt, 
“Introduction; Luke; Marriott; Nodelman, “Decoding the Images” and The Hidden Adult; Sarland).  
 This thesis could be seen as an investigation into the ideologies of food in picture books, as I 
acknowledge that books are necessarily imbued with the world views and social values of the 
culture in which the writers, illustrators and publishers operate. However, questions of how 
ideology in texts may be activated, conveyed, operationalised and performed problematise the 
notion of ideology as a discrete system of beliefs. I lean towards Maria Nikolajeva’s understanding 
that “ideology is a dimension of a literary text that lies in the tension between the text itself, the 
reality behind it, the authors and their intentions or implicit views, and also the readers and their 
ability to create meaning out of texts” (Power, Voice and Subjectivity 3). A text’s ideology is thus 
not fixed, and in order to address the central arguments of the thesis the ensuing examination 
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considers the extratextual factors implied in the “tension” Nikolajeva refers to rather than 
attempting to delineate the ideological dimension as if it were discrete. 
 
Central	  arguments	  	  
The key finding of the survey is the high number of incidental food depictions. Of the 170 books 
with textual and/or illustrative food references that constitute the corpus, eleven percent contain 
featured depictions, with the remaining eighty-nine percent containing incidental references only, 
most of them illustrative. This predominance of incidental food depictions raises questions about 
how such depictions function and why they are so commonly used. My answers draw on an 
examination of how food acquires and communicates meaning in picture books, utilising 
approaches from the fields of literary and cultural studies, as well as those concerned with 
education, sociology, geography, nutrition and health. The central arguments that arise are that 
particular sets of meanings and values concerning food and food practices are formulated within a 
genre-specific system that can be thought of as the economy of the picture book diet; that certain 
meanings and values are reiterated across the corpus, exposing the picture book genre’s capacity to 
encode and promote a range of cultural values and assumptions relating to identity, sense of place, 
social cohesion and family dynamics; and that some of these assumptions – particularly in relation 
to ethnicity, gender and health – are currently contested in contemporary society. 
 The notion of an economy of the picture book diet requires some discussion. The term 
“economy” here implies that food representations acquire value and affect through a coherent 
system. In the worlds constituted on the page in picture books food can be seen to provide the 
maximum signification for the minimum of signifying. This is supported by the finding that 
particular sets of food-related meanings and values are reiterated across the corpus. I suggest that 
the textual treatment of food reveals a paradoxical internal economy of meaning whereby food 
references in the picture books may not signify exactly the same thing as outside the books, yet their 
usage is based on cultural conventions of what is “normal” or acceptable in terms of food and food 
practices. The normalised food object or action connotes a socially constructed value, often 
unconsciously embedded in the text (in words and/or images), which carries meaning not only 
about the object/action itself, but about relationships with that object/action and the contexts in 
which the object/action appears. The consequences of this process revealed in the research are the 
perhaps unintended correlation of certain food practices not only with normality (such as the high 
incidence of mothers offering sweet treats to their children or the prevalence of women preparing 
food in domestic situations), but also with “otherness,” where food references are aligned with 
characters and contexts that are marked as exotic or different from the conventional world of 
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contemporary Australian picture books (such as the alignment of preparing home-cooked meals 
with non-Anglo ethnicities). The representation of food and food practices as “normal” or “other” 
contribute to the intensification of value on a limited range of foods and food practices referenced in 
picture books, as discussed in the chapters that follow.  
 
Thesis	  outline	  
Chapter 1 outlines the propositions that scaffold this study of food references in picture books and 
explores the theoretical concepts that underlie the examination of the corpus in terms of the 
dynamic relation between four key elements. These elements are the story on the page, the 
sociocultural context in which the book is both produced and read, the book as an object, and the 
material agency of food. 
 The second chapter demonstrates the signifying power of food in terms of cultural and 
ethnic distinctiveness. It explores how notions of “normality” and “otherness” are constructed and 
reiterated across the corpus, establishing a set of values that both intentionally and unintentionally 
align certain food and food practices with certain ethnicities and stereotypes. I argue that food 
references in the texts calibrate degrees of difference between normalised Anglo-Australians and 
“others,” helping to confirm a stereotypical concept of Australian-ness, and to establish a notion of 
the normalised picture book world and its inhabitants. 
 Chapter 3 examines the picture book settings in which the culturally constructed “other” and 
“self” operate. The exploration of representations that can be seen to be paradigmatic of different 
physical environments show how food-related depictions embed a range of values that link place 
with material practice and identity. This draws on notions of place as a socially constructed 
trajectory of interrelations. I argue that food references show how settings function in picture books 
not only to establish the physical background in which action takes place, but to set parameters for 
adult–child relations.  
 The focus in the fourth chapter shifts to the interrelations that take place in the environments 
explored in Chapter 3, looking at references in picture books to commensality and provisioning 
practices integral to social and familial relationships. I consider the ways in which food events such 
as meals and celebrations in the private and public spheres, and their contingent activities of 
acquisition, preparation and serving produce and reproduce notions of the family, social cohesion 
and gendered identities, arguing that the representations in the corpus show the preservation of 
social tradition and a strong resistance to change. 
 Chapter 5 moves from the social to the individual, exploring the ways in which picture book 
creators use food and relationships to food to fashion a character’s identity. These include the use of 
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food-related words in character names, the alignment of characters with particular food types or 
food-related behaviours, the linking of characters’ food tastes with their personality, and references 
to food in characters’ imaginings and dreams. These couplings of food with character identity 
confirm the proposition explored in previous chapters that food is a powerful signifier of cultural 
values concerning not only what we eat but also who we are. 
 The last chapter identifies the major food categories that constitute the picture book diet, 
noting that it is particularly rich in sweet foods. In exploring the factors that may explain this – 
narrative structure, nostalgia and play – I argue that the texts suggest not only an alignment of 
sugary treats with the world of the child, but also the acceptance and approval of such foods in the 
adult world. Seen in the context of an age where childhood obesity is a major concern, the 
inflections of the picture book diet could be considered potentially problematic, indicating that food 
in picture books is a largely unexamined trope. 
 I suggest in the conclusion that by thinking of food as a language with wide-ranging 
expressive powers and a genre-specific vocabulary, we can begin to consider the potential impact of 
food representations on the page in feeding the imagination of readers. I propose wider attention be 
paid to the representations of food and food practices in picture books, not only by researchers, but 
also by book creators and others within the publishing industry. Indications are given as to possible 
further lines of research on the topic to more fully understand what it is we are feeding our children 
when we read them a book.  
 The pages that follow offer an exploration into what the picture book world reveals about 
our relationships to food as well as about the cultural threads of identity, place, social interaction 
and family that connect and shape us. Food is indeed noisy, and tells us much if we are attuned to 
listen. 
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Chapter	  1	  
Picture	  books	  and	  meaning	  making	  
 
In unpicking the values and meanings of food and food practices as represented in texts for young 
children, this study necessarily considers how these values and meanings are produced and 
communicated on the page. Meaning making in texts is a highly contingent process subject to a 
range of social, historical and cultural factors (Turner 345). The polysemous nature of cultural 
artefacts such as books points to the complexities that need to be considered. This chapter outlines 
the propositions that frame my approach to these complexities and delineates the key elements that 
underpin my methodology.  
 The first proposition, drawing on one of the central arguments outlined in the Introduction, 
is that the economy of the picture book diet is dominated by a relatively small number of items 
which exist partly in their real world significations but also through their sets of internal relations. 
Food-related references help to determine the physical, social, cultural and personal contexts in 
which the characters and narratives of the books operate. The reiteration of certain foods and food 
practices in certain contexts across the corpus imbue these references with value as signifiers. 
 While food references in picture books may not always be directly linked to real world uses 
and assumptions, the capacity for this food-based vocabulary to communicate meaning relies on the 
richness of those associations and the understanding of cultural codes concerning food shared 
between book creators and their audiences. This leads to the second proposition: that textual 
mediation creates a meaning loop of affect and value connecting the writer/illustrator, the book and 
the reader, with transitions from the real world into the text and also out of the text – a process of 
reciprocity and exchange. Turner sees this as the social practice of meaning making identified by 
semiotics: “the dynamic relation between the reader and the text, between the text and its context, 
and between the three – reader, text, context – and the culture itself” (314). For example, as is 
explored in detail in Chapter 3, the repeated motif of a full fruit bowl in domestic scenes signifies 
not only the presence of something edible but also communicates a notion of home as a place of 
nourishment and comfort, a site where parental presence is assumed. This resonates with Lesley 
Stern’s recognition of the capacity of objects to “reverberate beyond the frame, to generate ideas 
within a cultural landscape not circumscribed by the diegesis” (354).  
 The third proposition is that certain foods and food practices can be recognised as 
comprising a particular class of objects and actions that dramatise the everyday through an interplay 
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of the ordinary (the familiar or routine) and the extraordinary (the strange or wondrous). This 
interplay positions foods and food practices as having both a privileged and a quotidian value in the 
picture book worlds of young children and their families. It generates specific values within the 
economy of the picture book diet and draws on extratextual elements to produce meaning, as will be 
shown later in this chapter with reference to cupcakes. 
 The dynamic between textual and extratextual elements is central to my methodology. There 
are four elements that I contend are critical to understanding what is being culturally produced and 
reproduced in terms of food and food practices in contemporary Australian picture books. First 
there is the story as depicted on the page in words and pictures out of which emerges the idea of the 
economy of the picture book diet, with textual and visual representations communicating meaning 
and value within a genre-specific system. Secondly, there are the sociocultural contexts in which 
picture books are created and read that feed into the meaning loop. Third is the book as an object, 
including the economic and practical considerations that inform the construction of the book itself. 
And fourth is the material agency of the food and food practices being represented that impact the 
kinds of attention they are given in picture books as a class of objects and actions.  
 In this thesis these elements are considered individually but more importantly are seen as 
relational, as coming together in the moment of reading to shape meaning. The relationality of 
textual and extratextual elements is a core concept in my approach to the topic. Rather than thinking 
of this dynamic as a “relationship,” which indicates a fixed association, the term “relationality” both 
encompasses the notion of fluidity and implies the systemic nature of a field in which change in one 
element can affect the other elements and how they coalesce. The notion of an “economy” of 
meaning in picture books encompasses this idea of relationality. 
 Before presenting an example of how this methodology works in practice, I will expand on 
each of the key elements as a way of introducing the theoretical framework of the research. 
  
The	  story	  on	  the	  page	  
One of the defining features of the picture book genre is the connection between words and 
pictures. It is a relationship that has inspired a range of metaphors – interweaving (Ahlberg qtd in 
Lewis 31), interdependence (Agosto), interanimation (Meek, How Texts Teach), intermodality 
(Painter et al.), synergy (Sipe), polysystemy (Lewis) – and has been the topic of much discussion in 
critical studies with attempts to produce a taxonomy of categories and subcategories (Agosto; 
Doonan; Lewis; Moebius; Nikolajeva and Scott; Nodelman, Words About Pictures; Schwarcz; 
Sipe). There is broad agreement on the basic premise that much can be communicated by an image 
in a way that young children (including pre-literate children) can understand, even when most 
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encounters children have with picture books involve an adult or other competent reader who reads 
the text aloud. (The dual audience is discussed in the next section.) In picture books for young 
children the images tend to take up more space than the text. In most cases the meaning of the story 
would be unintelligible to a young audience without the pictures and, in many cases, without an 
adult mediator. The child reader may have emerging literacy skills, however on those occasions 
where a pre-reader “reads” the book alone, it will most likely be the images that are being “read,” 
not the words, although passages may be recited from memory. Alternatively, a storyline may be 
recreated which may or may not have a relationship with the text but will always have a relationship 
with the images. The pictures become a stimulant for play in a way uncommon in other reading 
practices. Thus illustrative contexts are key narrative devices in this genre.  
 To understand how picture book images work with the text to construct meaning I draw on 
the seminal works of Perry Nodelman (Words about Pictures) and Jane Doonan (Looking at 
Pictures in Picture Books), and other noted writers on picture books (Mallan; Nikolajeva; 
Schwarcz), together with theories of visual grammar (Kress and van Leeuwen; Painter et al.; 
Unsworth; Unsworth and Ortigas). These researchers draw attention to the aesthetic qualities of 
images to consider the impact of illustrative style and design on the shaping of the narrative. This 
includes drawing elements such as the use of line, colour, shading and page layout to determine 
visual weight; focalisation, including how angle, point of view and distance set up the position of 
the viewer; and audience alignment, with reference to different drawing styles, ranging from 
minimalist to naturalistic, creating different reader alignment with the characters. These aspects, 
combined with the signifying power of objects and scenes, interact with the textual narrative to 
determine how meanings are made and communicated.  
 
Sociocultural	  contexts	  
The words in picture books are usually designed for a competent reader to read aloud to a less 
competent reader. In fact, unlike any other type of literature, picture books for young children are 
created specifically for a dual audience: the pre-literate child who can “read” the pictures, and the 
literate adult (or older child) who can recite the text. The reading event is key here – how, where 
and with whom the book is read. Picture books are usually read to a child in a safe and comforting 
environment. Whether it be in a structured environment with peers (such as a library, child-care 
centre or school) or in an intimate, domestic environment (such as when the child is in bed or in 
close contact with the reader), the experience is designed to be a positive one, validated by the age 
and status of the literate reader, particularly if that reader is a parent or teacher. The medium of the 
picture book, therefore, asserts a particular dialogic reading practice that contributes to ways in 
 15 
which meanings offered by the text are consumed. How the content of a book is received depends 
on individual reader response, but it is nevertheless framed by the physical and emotional 
environment in which it is read, and the broader sociocultural contexts. As Sue Saltmarsh points 
out:  
Reading to/with children can thus be understood as part of a dynamic, shared, and 
profoundly ideological process – of storytelling, of guiding children through visual and 
verbal cues, of inviting and answering questions, of collaboratively constructing and 
interrogating meanings – thus bringing the dual navigation of text by adult and child into 
the complex processes associated with navigating subjectivities and social relations. (99) 
Ellen Spitz emphasises the crucial role parents, teachers, other adults and older siblings play as 
mediators between children and the cultural objects they encounter, not only in selecting and buying 
picture books, but also “[b]y serving as editor and improviser” to “explain vocabulary, point out 
pictorial details, elaborate themes, and relate stories and images to the child’s own daily life and to 
his [sic] own” (17).  
 Whilst reader response to the picture books surveyed is outside the scope of this research, it 
is important to acknowledge that readers bring to the reading event prior learning. The content and 
context of the reading experience is understood by the reader/viewer in reference to existing 
knowledge structures – known in cognitive psychology as schemas – that are developed to differing 
degrees according to age and experience. Schemas can be understood as “mental structures that 
organise expectations, beliefs, prototypes, and affect regarding a given domain” (Cheong and Kim 
57). Prior learning may be explicit (such as the name of a food item) or embedded in cultural and 
social practices (such as the idea that we sit on a chair at a table for a meal). In the field of 
children’s literature research, schema theory seeks to explain how the pedagogical nature of picture 
books works. Stephens notes that, especially for young children, “the conceptual frames, or 
schemata, made available through shared cultural and linguistic knowledge are a key enabling 
element in the construction and decoding of narrative discourse” (“Writing by Children” 853).  
 Genre itself can be thought of as schema according to Frow, who suggests that genre is one 
of the ways in which knowledge is organised, “making patterns of meaning relative to particular 
communicative functions and situations” (91). Nodelman concurs with the idea of literary genres as 
a form of schema with certain codes, conventions and grammatical relationships that enable a 
reader to recognise a text as being of a certain type (The Hidden Adult 109), such as a picture book, 
a newspaper headline, or a history text. In terms of the domain of the picture book reading event, 
children are learning not only about the world from the content in a story, but about the kind of text-
based experience that is likely to be encountered in a particular reading occasion. Children “learn to 
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accept as conventional the kinds of stories that adults conventionally offer them” (Nodelman, 
“Something Fishy” 6), and in so doing they learn genre; they learn of the expressive capacities of 
picture books as “a framework for constructing meaning and value” (Frow 79).  
 The exact nature of what readers bring to the reading event in terms of prior knowledge is 
impossible to document, but it is clear that readers do not digest a picture book story as a discrete 
discourse. In terms of food, the picture book discourse is intersected not only with cultural practices 
and constructed learning, but also with public health nutrition discourses, news media, advertising 
and social conversation, all of which regularly engage with the topic of what we eat and our 
relationships to food. These discourses and their ideologies may unconsciously inform the reader’s 
understanding of food depictions in the books they encounter. Saltmarsh acknowledges that “texts – 
even those produced for the very young – both draw on and play an important role in (re)shaping 
discourses that are already in circulation in the broader social world” (97). 
 Book creators are, of course, subject to the same intersecting discourses and ideologies as 
readers. In addition, they work within a multi-million dollar industry with its own sociocultural, 
political and economic influences and codes of practice. Books for the young are big business in 
Australia. In 2015, of the 56.4 million units sold (with a value of AUD$979 million), children’s 
books accounted for thirty percent of the total Australian retail book trade (Nielsen BookScan, 
“Yearly Snapshot”). With the aim of making a commercially successful consumer item, decisions 
by editors, publishers and designers necessarily play a part in determining not only what is on the 
page in a picture book, but also the look and feel of the final product and the promotional campaign 
to sell it. The look, feel and construction of the picture book is an important aspect to consider in an 
analysis of how meaning is made and communicated. 
  
The	  book	  as	  an	  object	  
While my theoretical approach is scaffolded by semiotics I contend that the consideration of the 
material agency of the book as an object can aid an understanding of the dynamic of meaning 
making at play. Picture books share conventions of construction and layout that stem from 
economic and practical considerations in the publishing process. The standard format is thirty-two 
pages, an extent determined by the most economical way to fold and cut paper.3 As a result, nearly 
all picture books have a similar thickness. Longer books may be forty-eight pages (it is uncommon 
to find a picture book that is not a multiple of sixteen pages, a consequence of the way paper is cut 
and folded), but books of less than thirty-two pages are problematic as the low page count would 
                                                
3 “Extent” is a publishing industry term referring to the number of pages in a book. 
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not facilitate the construction of a spine. The spine enables the identification of the title and author 
when the text is spine out on a bookshelf, an important feature not only for promotions but also for 
cataloguing purposes in libraries. Most picture books are printed with a hardcover, providing a 
physical strength to the object that is appealing to schools and libraries where the books may be 
handled by many different readers over time. Softcover (or paperback) versions are also common, 
the only difference in content being a lack of printed endpapers due to the way softcover books are 
bound. While sizes and shapes vary, picture books for young children are usually significantly 
larger than standard adult fiction hardcover and paperback editions.4 Also, unlike adult fiction, they 
are nearly always printed in full colour throughout, and rarely have page numbers. These texts, 
therefore, have a distinct and recognisable look and feel.  
 This physical particularity plays a significant part in constructing the reading experience, 
remembering that the interactions pre-literate children have with books as objects are often quite 
different to those of a literate child or adult. Pre-readers may hold the book upside down, may turn 
the pages from back to front, may pay as much attention to what Gerard Genette termed the 
peritextual components (endpapers, acknowledgements, imprint page, title page) as to the narrative 
pages.5 The book as “toy” as well as text is supported by a publishing industry which produces 
intentionally tactile books for very young children (board books; books with pop-ups, cut outs, 
textures) recognising that books as objects to be handled and explored will eventually be interpreted 
(Higonnet 47). A child’s intuitive impulse towards the ludic leads Margaret Higonnet to suggest, 
“Active involvement with a book is a capacity that readers lose, rather than one they learn” (48). 
Any part or page of the book with an image may catch a child’s attention, something understood by 
book creators who begin the visual narrative on the cover, continue it on the endpapers, the imprint 
and title page and onto the first page that contains text, usually considered by an adult reader to be 
page one. Children often linger over an image on a page for much longer than it would take to read 
the text, and sometimes they skip through the pages in an uneven pace, pausing when something 
catches their fancy. A favourite “thing” on a page can be magically revealed every time the book is 
                                                
4 The shape or format of the book is usually nominated by the illustrator. Gleeson notes, “A story that needs 
height to express its ideas is best as a portrait shape … Stories requiring a horizontal flow, or where place is 
more important than character, work best as landscape shape or a square shape that has a landscape feel to it 
when the book is open” (42). The illustrator’s ideas may be modified by the publisher taking into account 
production costs and bookseller preferences. 
5 Note that Genette’s notion of paratext comprises the peritext, which is situated in relationship to the text 
itself, “in the space of the same volume,” and the epitext, which is outside of the volume, such as reviews, 
interviews, conversations (263-264).  
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opened and the page turned. It is a repeatable experience, and can become a game of disappearance 
and return, a pattern of play Freud documented as “fort–da” (599).  
 
The	  material	  agency	  of	  food	  
This consideration of the material agency of the physical book draws on thing theory’s call to probe 
“the ideological and ideational effects of the material world” (Brown 6). The notion of the “thing-
power” of objects, the “curious ability of inanimate things to animate, to act, to produce effects 
dramatic and subtle” (Bennett 6) is relevant not only when considering the physical book but also in 
examining depictions of food. The material agency of food, I argue, is an important part of the 
network of elements at play in communicating ideas about food in picture books. Things have a 
range of meanings in real life and when drawn into the economy of meaning on the page, can be 
transformed to signify different things, yet their fictional identity is necessarily informed by their 
real life materiality.  
 Take for example cupcakes. Sweet foods are prevalent in children’s picture books: forty-
eight percent of the corpus contain references to high-sugar foods such as cakes, biscuits and ice 
cream, with a quarter of these being cupcakes. Certainly the frequency of depictions and variety of 
ways in which cupcakes are used in picture books indicates that their thing-power is strong. As 
Stern, in her examination of objects in films suggests, “some objects seem to want, more than other 
objects, to be there” (335), and cupcakes certainly do seem to want to be in picture books. To begin 
to understand why cupcakes are so popular in the corpus, it is necessary to acknowledge their 
materiality. They are a single-portion sized baked cake, often topped with icing and decorated with 
confectionary such as a glacé cherry or sprinkles. They are usually packaged in a fluted, paper tray, 
and such packaging is common even with home-baked cupcakes, giving the cupcake a recognisable 
size and shape. The main ingredients are sugar, fat and carbohydrates, making the cupcake high in 
calories and particularly appealing to humans (and probably some other animals). This combination 
of ingredients has certain biochemical effects on the human body influencing physical and mental 
function. As a perishable item, the cupcake has a limited life-span and if uneaten, over time the 
cupcake would, one would hope, rot and become something other than cupcake.  
 In the corpus, cupcakes are sometimes presented as the sole food item in an image, at other 
times in multiples on a tray with other food present. They are home-baked, on sale in supermarkets 
and bakeries, and served in exclusive cafes. They are standard fare for afternoon tea and commonly 
found at parties. Children and adults eat them, as well as elephants, dogs, chickens, rats, pigs, teddy 
bears, fairies, and even ghosts. According to the narrator of No Bears, cupcakes are one of the 
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things considered as “needed” in a story – unlike bears (McKinley and Rudge).6 Cupcakes are not 
central to the storyline of any of the surveyed books, although they are sometimes a featured image 
on a single page. More often, however, cupcakes appear as incidental objects. They can help 
provide a physical context as in Dougal and Bumble and the Long Walk Home (Dray) where a 
close-up photograph of an iced cupcake with sprinkles is superimposed over the corner of an image 
of characters looking at a shop’s display counter to make it clear to the reader this is a cake shop. 
They contribute to a social context, such as in Bob Graham’s Tales from the Waterhole, where a 
plate of cupcakes sits on a low table alongside a tea pot, sugar bowl, cup and saucer in a lounge 
room scene depicting a relaxed social gathering of adult and child characters (in this case 
anthropomorphised wildebeest and crocodiles). And in Leigh Hobbs’s Old Tom’s Holiday they 
contribute to the context of character identity: the mischievous title character’s eccentricities are 
displayed as he (an anthropomorphised cat) packs a bag to stowaway on his mistress’s holiday; on 
the bed are a range of impractical items including a sombrero, golf club and fish skeleton, while in 
the suitcase is a whole cooked chicken and a cupcake with a cherry on top.  
 As items that don’t require cutting or cutlery, cupcakes are easy to hold and consume, 
making them popular as a food item for children (although we are currently seeing an explosion in 
the marketing of cupcakes for adult consumption with dedicated cupcake shops and online blogs 
devoted to the topic). The size and individuality of the cupcake make personal possession easily 
imagined, as opposed to, for example, a slice of a larger, shared cake. The popularity of the cupcake 
is epitomised in a single illustration in Bob Graham’s A Bus Called Heaven (figure 1.1). A framed 
image shows two women on their way to a party carrying food. On the left one woman holds a large 
cake in the shape of a bus with a candle on top. The other woman holds a tray of iced cupcakes aloft 
as half a dozen children try and reach them. The single line of text under the image – “Mrs Stavros 
brought a bus cake” – draws attention to the themed cake (the bus being the focus of the story), yet 
in the illustration all the children are focussed on the tray of cupcakes, actively trying to reach them, 
following them with their eyes.7 As in other images of hands reaching for these sweet treats in the 
corpus, all these cupcakes would appear to be saying to the characters, and vicariously to the 
readers, “I’m yours,” “take me,” “grab me,” “eat me.” 
 
                                                
6 The convention with picture book attribution is for the writer to be named first, followed by the illustrator. 
7 Thirty-two page picture books do not use page numbers. Therefore, throughout this thesis quoted text from 
the corpus is not followed by a page reference. 
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Figure	  1.1.	  Detail	  from	  A	  Bus	  Called	  Heaven	  (Graham).	  
	  
 But of course it is not just the size and convenience that make cupcakes so desired, it is also 
their taste. Who can resist that particular combination of sugar and fat, especially when topped with 
a layer of coloured sweetness? In all of the books in the corpus, cupcakes are positioned in relation 
to characters. They are being reached for, eaten, offered, ogled, talked over, prepared, packed, or 
imagined. Even the four iced cupcakes on the imprint page of Jethro Byrde (Graham) sit 
suggestively under the dedication “For Madeline.” The assigned value – in the case of the cupcake, 
desirability – draws on embedded cultural assumptions about the generalised appeal of sweet cakes 
but also the specific appeal of the cupcake as a “package” of taste and colour, size and shape, and 
the possibility of personal possession. The signifying power of the cupcake on the page relies on 
these values being shared with readers and at the same time reinforces them through reiteration.  
 The child reader’s understanding of the value of the cupcake is likely to be grounded in 
lived experience, either direct experience of the taste of a cupcake, or awareness of the cupcake as a 
sweet treat learned from the media or from social and familial rituals. Picture book cupcakes feed 
into this understanding. The adult reader’s understanding (remembering the dual audience) would 
perhaps be similarly constructed but is also likely to be framed by nostalgia as well as cultural and 
institutional notions of healthy eating practices and parental responsibilities, unstable notions that 
are themselves subject to a variety of influences. The book creators’ understanding would most 
likely align with the adult reader’s but would also be influenced by aesthetic considerations of 
visual as well as symbolic appeal. The design elements of colour, line and shape give the cupcake a 
higher value in the picture book economy than, for example, a piece of chocolate. (In fact, despite 
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the popularity of chocolate in contemporary society, there are few depictions of it in the corpus.) 
These considerations apply not only to representations of food items, but also associated activities. 
For example, depictions of food preparation in a scene including ingredients and actions, perhaps 
accompanied by textual description, can elicit social relationships and cultural identity as well as 
tastes and smells.  
 
Mediating	  relations	  
In order to tease out further how the key elements identified can inform textual analysis I’d like to 
look more closely at the interplay of ordinary and extraordinary with reference to the modes in 
which food representations mediate relations. Let us stay with the cupcake. Across the corpus the 
desirability of the cupcake is repeated, but its value is augmented and finessed by the function it 
plays in the narratives. It may be positioned as social currency, mediating relations between 
characters within the narrative; as signifying imaginative capacity, mediating relations between 
characters and the reader; or as an attention-grabbing “thing” on the page, mediating relations 
between book creators and the reader. Each of these mediations, in different ways, expose and 
affirm underlying cultural assumptions about our relationships to food.  
 Jessica’s Box (Carnavas) provides a good example of food mediating relations between 
characters within the story. Jessica, with her empty cardboard box in tow, is disappointed not to 
have made friends on her first day of school. She understands the appeal of a cupcake, however, so 
she cooks a batch to take on her second day. The children respond to the “thing-power” of the sweet 
treats with great enthusiasm and delight (figure 1.2).  
 
 
Figure	  1.2.	  From	  Jessica’s	  Box	  (Carnavas).	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Here perhaps it is not just the size and taste that makes the cupcakes so appealing, but also their 
shape and colour. The domed, pink-iced cupcakes with cherries are decidedly breast-like. A 
psychoanalytic approach would no doubt draw attention to the “hungry hands” of the text and the 
image of the boy with tongue hanging out, perhaps a symbol of mother–child relations. Certainly 
the voluptuous cupcakes with their glinting cherries capture the reader’s attention (whether child or 
adult). The illustration is, I would suggest, designed so that young readers are likely to find the 
cupcakes as appealing as Jessica’s school mates. In fact, if the reader did not find the cupcakes 
desirable, the impact of the following page (needing a page turn to reveal) would be diminished. In 
muted tones heavy with shadow, Jessica is seen from behind, alone on a bench with her now-empty 
box. Discarded cupcake wrappers litter the grass, a bird poking about for crumbs. The text under the 
image reads: “Not even a thank you?” Clearly cupcakes may be good to eat, but their appeal will 
not necessarily be extended by association to the provider; they are ephemeral “things.” As a ploy 
to win friends and influence people they are unreliable. The cupcakes are positioned as delicious, 
but at the same time worthless in terms of building relationships.  
 Cupcakes are positioned differently in Aaron Blabey’s Sunday Chutney. Here the title 
character defines herself to the reader through the course of the book. On one page she promotes her 
ability to conjure a scene that includes pink-iced cupcakes as a mark of her imagination (figure 1.3).  
 
 
Figure	  1.3.	  From	  Sunday	  Chutney	  (Blabey).	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In the top half of the image we see Sunday sitting at the head of a long table on her own, smiling 
with eyes closed. The text reads, “I enjoy my own company …” with the ellipsis drawing the reader 
to the bottom half of the page. Here, Sunday, with eyes open, is sitting in a lush pink chair with 
company. Closest to the viewer in terms of focalising perspective is a three-tiered cake stand 
scattered with iced cupcakes with cherries on top. Next to the cupcakes sits the text “and I have an 
excellent imagination.” While pre-literate readers may not understand the intertextual references to 
the top-hatted figure and the rabbit, they would certainly understand that the cupcakes have added 
an element of appeal to the scene. If these cupcakes could speak they would say, “Look at us, we 
can turn something ordinary into something wondrous.” Here the cupcakes’ alignment with 
something extraordinary depends in part on the reader’s implicit understanding that cupcakes are an 
appropriate and usual afternoon tea item. 
 There are occasions, I would suggest, where food can also be seen to mediate relations 
between the book creator and reader, in spite of, rather than through, the narrative, as in the opening 
spread of Graeme Base’s The Legend of the Golden Snail (figure 1.4). The framed image that fills 
most of the double page shows Wilbur sitting with his arms around his knees on his neatly made 
bed in his pyjamas, clutching a toothbrush. Wilbur’s eyes are wide with attention as he listens to his 
mother read him his favourite story. The viewer is looking over her shoulder towards Wilbur. The 
vestiges of play are scattered on the bed to Wilbur’s right. On his left, a cup on a saucer rests next to 
a plate with a pink-iced cupcake with a cherry on top, in fluted paper. The cupcake has been 
partially eaten and a spoon sits on the plate, a pink crumb visible.  
 
 
Figure	  1.4.	  Opening	  spread	  of	  The	  Legend	  of	  the	  Golden	  Snail	  (Base).	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There is a limited colour palette: muted blues with touches of brown and yellow; aside, that is, from 
the cupcake, with its glistening pink icing and shiny red cherry. Hints of pink are echoed in 
Wilbur’s skin tones. The pink-iced cupcake is positioned in the mid-ground, towards the corner 
where a page is often held before being turned. The cupcake catches the eye because of its 
placement, colour and texture, one of the few surfaces in the image reflecting light. It is a 
perplexing image and raises several questions which point to the way in which the cupcake 
functions as a value-laden object in the economy of the picture book diet.  
 First there is the spoon. It would be an awkward operation to eat a cupcake with a spoon, 
particularly without taking the paper wrapper off, counteracting the convenience of the cupcake’s 
size and shape. Then there is the strange juxtaposition of the cupcake and the toothbrush. Aren’t 
toothbrushes kept in bathrooms? Is Wilbur just about to clean his teeth? Has he abandoned the 
cupcake? Wilbur is clearly captivated by the story, but how many children would stop at one bite? 
What’s wrong with it? If this cupcake could speak, I would suggest it would ask, “Why has the 
illustrator made me appealing to the viewer/reader of the book, but apparently unappealing to the 
character?” One can’t help but feel that it is a gratuitous sensory device to engage a young reader, 
relying on the cultural conventions of the cupcake as a treat as well as the material understanding of 
the largely positive experience of eating a food item rich in sugar and fat. 
 But perhaps I am mistaken. Wilbur may be ignoring the cupcake in the opening spread, but 
it has seeped into his consciousness, as evinced by the reappearance of a ghostly cupcake hidden, 
along with other objects, in the cloud formations in a wordless spread later in the story, when 
Wilbur’s imagination has taken control of the narrative. He may not want to eat it, but he wants to 
think about it. This appeal to ideation, I suggest, signals one reason why cupcakes and other sugar-
rich foods are so prolific on the pages of children’s picture books. Cupcakes have traditionally been 
aligned with special occasions and celebration. Their “special” status is due in part to the 
constituent ingredients; unknown to a young child, but perhaps known to an adult reader is the 
public health nutrition discourse that renders the cupcake a “discretionary” food item, one that 
should be eaten “only sometimes and in small amounts” (NHMRC, “Healthy Eating For Children” 
2). For many children – and adults – a sweet treat is a reward of some kind. However, a child can 
open a book and consume an image of a cupcake, or even a pile of cupcakes, multiple times without 
necessarily having to earn the privilege, and without the physical effects of ingesting the food 
(positive or negative). The idea of the object itself cannot be ignored here in thinking about the 
effect of the image. The cupcake in a picture book does not go mouldy over time and can be 
devoured by the eyes over and over again. This of course is underscored by the materiality of the 
book itself, as noted earlier: an object that a young child can manipulate, potentially controlling the 
pace and order of the narrative through the timing and selection of page turns.  
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 The desirability of the cupcake is repeated across the corpus in ways that confirm its value 
as a standard or ordinary signifier of something special or extraordinary. While the notion of the 
cupcake as desirable may in itself be unexceptional, understanding the ways and means in which 
this value is embedded in the texts can offer insights into how children’s texts encode and promote 
cultural assumptions, particularly in terms of relationships to food. Drawing attention to the power 
of mimesis, a suggestion further explored in Chapter 6, Anstey and Bull posit that “characters and 
contexts found in books provide templates that children use to interpret and explain their identities 
and the world around them” (190). Kathlyn Griffith highlights not only the potential influence of 
characters and contexts, but also embedded codes and conventions: “the assumed values common in 
many stories for young children may socialise more strongly and insidiously than those overtly 
thematised” (36). We may only be able to speculate about the reader’s understanding of the 
association between consumption of a textual or visual image as part of a narrative and 
consumption of the real “thing,” but it is an association that I contend should be acknowledged in 
our consideration of the meaning of food in children’s literature and the values afforded it in the 
picture book diet, even taking into account that fictional worlds offer a licensed “specialness” where 
the normal rules of society do not necessarily apply. 
 Picture books may offer readers highly mediated signs of the real, but these signs are 
embedded in conventions that imbue notions of ethnicity, place, gender and self with the prevailing 
attitudes of the day. The following chapters will interrogate how embedded assumptions relating to 
cultural identity, sense of place, social cohesion and characterisation are exposed through analyses 
of food depictions and the meanings and values they communicate, uncovering a range of food-
related “templates” presented to readers.  
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Chapter	  2	  
Food	  as	  cultural	  identity	  	  
 
“Food is central to our sense of identity,” notes Claude Fischler, “The way any given human group 
eats helps it assert its diversity, hierarchy and organization, and at the same time, both its oneness 
and the otherness of whoever eats differently” (275). Margaret Visser concurs: “Food – what is 
chosen from the possibilities available, how it is presented, how it is eaten, with whom and when, 
and how much time is allotted to cooking and eating it – is one of the means by which a society 
creates itself” (12). What people eat, as well as how they cultivate, acquire and prepare their food, 
therefore, can be seen to “ethnicise” individuals, marking them as members of a particular group or 
nationality. Food and its related practices are not only a means of claiming or asserting one’s own 
identity, but also a way of characterising others. This is borne out on the page as it is in lived 
reality. Within the fictional picture book world, the cultural identity of characters is not always 
foregrounded, however when ethnicity or indigeneity is thematised in the story or a feature of a 
central protagonist’s characterisation food references frequently play a defining role in constructing 
identity.  
 Using food as a lens to explore representations of cultural identity in picture books exposes 
embedded alignments between certain food practices and ethnic and racial distinctiveness that are 
reiterated across the corpus. A focus on the links between particular relationships to food and 
“otherness” can in turn reveal the entrenched positioning of food-related behaviours and objects as 
“normal,” pointing to the capacity of picture books to both shape notions of the “other” and 
reinforce ideas of the normalised self. As Margaret Meek claims, children’s literature plays a part 
“in the development of children’s understanding of both belonging (being one of us) and 
differentiation (being other)” (“Preface” x).  
 My interrogation of the conceptual frameworks linking food to cultural identity connects 
with the three propositions introduced in the previous chapter. Firstly, the prevalence of food 
references in books featuring non-Anglo characters points to the signifying power of food and the 
high value of particular food practices in the economy of meaning in such texts. Secondly, 
Australia’s historical and contemporary interactions with Indigenous populations, immigrants and 
refugees necessarily inform the creation, production and reception of books featuring non-Anglo 
characters, foregrounding sociocultural contexts as intrinsic to meaning-making. Thirdly, an 
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interplay of the familiar and the unfamiliar (ordinary and extraordinary) is fundamental in these 
texts in presenting ways to imagine and define self and other.  
 The use of food to reference ethnicity or racial distinctiveness is evidenced in the corpus in 
titles that feature Indigenous Australians, refugees and immigrants. These characters are, in most 
cases, positioned as other, even when the purpose of the book is to break down negative 
connotations of otherness. Food representations serve varying purposes: a vehicle for 
acknowledging and valuing difference, a mode of stereotyping ethnicity and indigeneity, and 
signifiers of a lost and longed for sense of home and safety. Significantly, there is a much higher 
prevalence of references to everyday foods (as opposed to sweet treats) and to food acquisition or 
preparation in these books than in titles featuring Anglo-Australian characters. Thus the 
particularities of gathering, hunting, growing and preparing quotidian foods for consumption by a 
family grouping are used by book creators as significant cultural identifiers for non-Anglo 
characters. This positions these characters, I would argue, as having a closeness to the earth, a 
connection to land, an embodied authenticity, that marks them as other.  
 At this point it is important to clarify my use of the terms non-Anglo and Anglo-Australian, 
and to also tease out what I mean by “other,” “otherness” and “othering.” I acknowledge that the 
cultural identifier “Anglo-Australian,” a shortened form of the more specific term “Anglo-Celtic 
Australian,” is in itself an indefinite term. As Stratton notes, the usage of “Anglo-Celtic” as a 
descriptor for Australians may in common usage include reference to migrants from continental 
Europe and their descendants, reflecting the complexity and instability of the notion of an 
Australian cultural identity (20). I use the term “Anglo-Australian” broadly to indicate members of 
the dominant culture in Australia while acknowledging the limitations of the term insofar as certain 
migrant groups and their descendants might be aligned with the dominant culture in certain contexts 
at certain times. Non-Anglo characters, as I use the descriptor, are thus those who are identifiably 
different to white Anglo-Australians, usually by skin colour, dress and/or name, as well as by 
specific cultural practices. This includes Aboriginal characters as well as those from non-English 
speaking countries in Europe, Africa and Asia. (It is perhaps also important to note that while 
anthropomorphised animal species can sometimes be understood as a metaphor in picture books for 
different ethnicities, I am concerned here with stories featuring human characters.) 
 The concept of “otherness” has political, philosophical and sociological implications in 
discourses of representation. The designation of “other” is most commonly used to refer to an 
individual or group that is marginalised in relation to a designated “self” or norm (Jackson and 
Hogg 527). The act of “othering,” identifying someone or something as significantly different, 
requires the adoption of a binary schema; it implies that there is an homogenous group to which the 
“self” belongs, which is dependent in turn on a border that separates “self” and “other,” “us” and 
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“them.” The positioning of this border is not fixed. Degrees of difference are context-specific and 
the types of binary oppositions created through the process of othering will necessarily vary 
according to the scenarios at play. However, the dynamic of othering relies on the “self” being 
positioned against or opposite the “other” (Jackson and Hogg 529) and runs the risk of portraying 
essential difference as inferiority (Krumer-Nevo and Sidi 300). The extent and nature of othering 
differs in the texts discussed below. I contend, however, that in contemporary Australian picture 
books, there is, generally speaking, a stable notion of the normalised “self.”  
 Perry Nodelman states, “We write books for children to provide them with values and with 
images of themselves we approve of or feel comfortable with” (“The Other” 30, emphasis in 
original). In the case of the books examined in this thesis, the “we” who write, illustrate and publish 
children’s literature operate within an industry that is largely a product of a white, middle-class 
culture, with readers generally from white, middle-class populations (Bradford, Reading Race 166, 
“They Went Home” 86). Following Nodelman’s line of reasoning, the values and images within the 
books will tend to align with a white, middle-class world view even when it is seeking to extend or 
challenge that view. By far the majority of characters in the corpus are fair-skinned, have two 
parents, live in comfortable suburban homes, and have possessions and life-styles that could non-
controversially categorise them as middle-class Anglo-Australians. This is the physical and social 
environment that is normalised in the books. Giselle Liza Anatol’s comments on white characters as 
the dominant social group in the Harry Potter books could just as easily apply to the books in the 
corpus: “whiteness becomes the ‘default’ for unmentioned race; it is interpreted as the norm and 
assumed when unstated” (173). Certainly contemporary Australian picture books use white, middle-
class characters as a standardised version of the self. I agree with Victoria Flanagan who suggests 
that in Australian picture books, “Whiteness largely functions as an invisible category of identity, as 
it is by remaining invisible that it instantiates itself as normative” (14). 
 Clare Bradford notes that as a consequence of treating the experience of white, middle-class 
children as normative in Australian children’s literature, books that do thematise ethnic and cultural 
difference tend to either represent alterity “as a boon to white children” or assimilate difference into 
the normative dominant culture (“They Went Home” 86). Both these approaches can be found in 
the corpus. For example, in You and Me: Our Place (Norrington and Huxley), by non-Indigenous 
book creators, a white child character is featured alongside an Aboriginal child character, acting as 
guide and interpreter to the reader who gains understanding of cultural practices and lifestyles as the 
narrative progresses. The autobiographical The Little Refugee (Do et al.), on the other hand, is an 
example of an assimilationist text, with the focus on integration. The happy ending of the 
autobiographical story is the election of the Vietnamese refugee boy as class captain, bringing tears 
of joy to his parents; he is accepted by the dominant culture at the expense of the dissolution of 
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ethnic distinctiveness. Both these titles use food references to support their positioning of culturally 
marked characters and will be explored more fully below.  
 Books featuring Indigenous and refugee characters together with immigrant stories have 
emerged from the historical and political landscape that has shaped Australia into a multicultural 
society. The term “multiculturalism” most commonly refers to the ethnically diverse peoples who 
have come to Australia either as immigrants or refugees after colonisation by the British. 
Indigenous Australians, as original inhabitants, are situated differently in relation to the dominant 
white culture and while they are referred to in official policy documents, including under the banner 
of cultural diversity, they often do not identify as part of the “multicultural” population (Curthoys 
28, 30; Jupp 105) or as an “ethnic” group (Dunn et al. 20). At the same time, Aboriginal culture is 
one of the many cultures that exist in contemporary Australia and in this way is part of a many-
cultured society.  
 Book creators in Australia have responded to and represented multiculturalism in different 
ways over time. Following government policy shifts in the 1970s, some writers of children’s 
literature (mainly Anglo-Australian) began advocating the social value of multiculturalism in their 
work. While these texts often featured characters from minority groups, Stephens notes they rarely 
granted these groups narrative subjectivity (“Advocating Multiculturalism” 180, 181). The 
positioning of a character’s cultural identity as incidental rather than pivotal to plot and character 
development is seen by some as a progression from these earlier iterations of cultural diversity 
(Pearce 245). Flanagan agrees, citing Elizabeth Honey’s That’s Not a Daffodil!, a title in the corpus, 
as an example of a book that “simply represents the Australian social landscape as ethnically 
diverse” in a story that does not thematically explore race relations (19). Mr Yilmaz, a Turkish man, 
is one of the central characters and Flanagan argues that his cultural identity is not pivotal to the 
story. While I agree that the narrative avoids racist discourses, my reading shows that a food-related 
ethnic stereotyping is at play in this text and that this is important to Mr Yilmaz’s characterisation, 
revealing an embedded othering that produces and reproduces the idea of non-Anglo characters as 
having a closeness to the earth. This will be discussed in the section on stereotyping ethnicity. 
 Looking at the types of engagement of children’s literature with Australia’s multicultural 
society, Debra Dudek proposes that some texts can be read “as scrutinizing and criticizing 
Australian multiculturalism” by positioning readers to see how racially marked characters are 
alienated (9). Shake a Leg (Pryor and Ormerod), as will be shown later in this chapter, does just this 
in the way it playfully subverts notions of otherness and uses ethnic stereotypes to critique 
stereotypes of indigeneity.  
 There is, I would suggest, another category of children’s book in the corpus that engages 
with alterity without necessarily directly addressing multiculturalism or indigeneity: stories 
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produced for an Australian readership that are set outside Australia. These narratives either apply an 
ethnographic lens to detail the customs and habits of people from different cultures – such as 
Mirror (Baker), which takes us into the lives of a family in a village in southern Morocco, 
“mirroring” it with the lives of a family in Sydney – or describe particular historical events that are 
central to the narrative – such as My Dog (Heffernan and McLean), which traces the effects of 
displacement due to ethnic cleansing in the Balkans. I will return to these titles below, but here wish 
to draw attention to the way in which food practices in both these types of stories contribute to the 
interplay of sameness and differentiation that underlies many of the books featuring non-Anglo 
characters. This interplay works by establishing ethnic or racial distinctiveness (differentiation) and 
by dissolving the distancing effect of othering through various forms of familiarisation, empathy 
and identification.  
 Graham Huggan considers the interplay between the familiar and the unfamiliar to be 
fundamental to the process of exoticisation, a mode of othering which “renders people, objects and 
places strange even as it domesticates them … a kind of semiotic circuit that oscillates between the 
opposite poles of strangeness and familiarity” (13). For example, in Mirror, unfamiliar 
particularities such as sitting on the floor and eating a meal with your hands are presented alongside 
scenarios and practices that are familiar to the intended audience, such as eating at a table with 
utensils. The juxtaposition of these scenarios renders the Moroccan world exotic. As Stephen 
William Foster notes, “In the process of making the unfamiliar comprehensible, what is familiar is 
defined anew by being associated with the remote, and so a relation, however erroneous, is set up 
between the exotic and the commonplace” (22). The specificity of the Moroccan foods and food 
practices depicted in Mirror, as with references to Chinese, Afghani and Aboriginal food practices 
found in other titles, signify ethnic distinctiveness as remote from the familiar. At the same time, 
the universality of eating, and the centrality of food rituals such as meals and snacks in the lives of 
young children serves to enhance identification and dissolve distance between the reader and the 
other, acting as a bridge connecting the commonplace with the unknown, the ordinary with the 
extraordinary.  
 An engagement with the notion of otherness does not always carry a contingent moral 
dimension. Texts featuring non-Anglo characters in the corpus explore the idea of otherness in a 
context of curiosity and celebration rather than judgement. That does not mean, however, that 
iterations of alterity are free from ideological loading, intended or assumed. In the following 
sections I will discuss selected titles to show how notions of otherness, as seen through the lens of 
food, offer an insight into how readers are positioned to understand ethnicity and indigeneity as 
well as the normative self.  
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Domesticating	  foreignness	  
The process of domesticating the foreign so that the phenomena referred to can be comprehended 
within a frame of familiarity is a key element of exoticisation, as noted earlier. Setting aside the 
negative connotations of control and conquest that adhere to the term “exotic,” as a symbolic–
interpretive system this framework maintains distance between self and other (Huggan 13, 14) and 
can be found in the corpus with a particular inflection: food references are used to dissolve the 
distance of othering with differentiation given a positive value and the unfamiliar celebrated in 
everyday contexts.  
 The title that most explicitly presents the familiar alongside the unfamiliar is Jeannie 
Baker’s Mirror, a wordless picture book with Baker’s signature collaged images made of clay, 
paints, vegetation, paper, fabric, wool, tin and plastic. It serves as a clear example of how food and 
food practices function to define cultural identity. Binary oppositions lie at the conceptual heart of 
this book, both in content and design. The hardcover book opens to reveal two separate internal 
books, one glued to the inside front cover and one glued to the inside back cover. In each internal 
book, the cover pages carry introductory text setting out Baker’s vision to parallel the similarities 
and differences between a family in a major Australian city (Sydney) and a family from a remote 
village in the Valley of the Roses in southern Morocco. This title has been published in the UK and 
USA as well as Australia, and the Sydney family represents a typical white, Western, English-
speaking family. The left-hand book features the Australian family, with the limited text in English 
and pages opening to the left. The right-hand book features the Moroccan family, with the text in 
Arabic (aside for some details on the imprint page) and pages opening to the right.  
 The construction and format of the book serves to domesticate what is foreign by presenting 
the two very different cultures in identical ways in terms of layout, characters, narrative arc and 
illustrative style. Each spread covers similar narrative ground in a “day-in-the-life” scenario, 
enabling the stories to progress in parallel. The Western storyline focuses on the renovation of a 
hearth area with the final image showing a new mantelpiece and new rug. The Moroccan storyline 
follows the father and son buying a computer and selling a rug the mother has made to a carpet 
dealer, identical to the rug the Sydney family buy. Many aspects of the two ways of life are 
contrasted through the story, including place (city versus rural village), family grouping (nuclear 
versus extended), modes of transport (car versus donkey) and ways of purchasing goods (shops 
versus markets). Food acquisition, preparation and consumption are also compared with spreads in 
each story devoted to breakfast and dinner. These scenes not only serve to express cultural identity, 
they also introduce the roles of family members in food provisioning and the dynamic of the family 
unit. This function of meal scenes and food provisioning is further explored in Chapter 4. 
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 Breakfast images are found on the second page of the internal books, providing a launching 
pad for the narrative. The Australian breakfast scene shows the family at a makeshift table (figure 
2.1). The boy is playing with toys and his mother is feeding the baby. The father is standing, with a 
glass of orange juice in one hand, typing into his laptop with the other. Despite the bowls of cereal 
on the table, only the baby is engaged in eating and the meal does not appear to be a shared, 
collective experience. Smaller images show close-ups of pre-breakfast activities with the mother 
bottle feeding the baby, putting out food for the cat, filling the kettle and setting the table. Notably 
the father’s pre-breakfast activities are not related to the meal.  
 
 
Figure	  2.1.	  The	  Australian	  family	  breakfast	  from	  Mirror	  (Baker).	  
	  
 The main image of the Moroccan breakfast features the extended family sitting on the floor 
around a low wooden table with hard boiled eggs and flat bread (figure 2.2). The boy is asleep, 
nestled into the lap of an older woman. A metal tray with hot beverages stands to one side. The 
adults are eating, aside from the mother who is feeding the baby. The close-up images at the top of 
the page show the mother pulling up a pail of water, milking a cow, collecting eggs, making flat 
bread, and cooking the bread in a wood-fired clay oven. Again, the father’s pre-breakfast activities 
are unrelated to the meal. 
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Figure	  2.2.	  The	  Moroccan	  family	  breakfast	  from	  Mirror.	  
	  
 These pages serve to highlight significant differences between the cultural practices of the 
two featured families, including the source of water (tap versus well), the preparation of the meal 
(bought food versus home-made food) and the seating arrangements (chairs at a table versus sitting 
on the floor at a low table). While most adult readers and book buyers in Australia (and the UK and 
USA) would be able to recognise the Sydney scenario as fairly representative of a common 
breakfast scene (aside, perhaps, from the make-shift table), the reader unfamiliar with Moroccan 
culture must trust Baker’s perspective, drawn from her time spent in remote Morocco (as the 
author’s note tells us), to assume this is a common Moroccan breakfast scene.  
 This interplay of familiar and unfamiliar is emphasised later in the stories in a double-page 
spread showing the preparation of the evening meal and the rituals of dinner. The Australian pre-
dinner activities are presented in three rows of close-up images. The top row shows the mother 
pouring a cup of tea and dialling the phone with a fish and chips menu at hand. The second row 
shows the father drinking a cup of tea and working on the home renovations. The third row shows 
the boy drinking juice, playing with the baby, doing his homework and tapping on a computer. One 
larger image shows the mother at the front door with the man who is delivering the meal. The 
opposite page features the family seated at the table eating their fish and chips on plates with knives 
and forks. The food boxes are visible as are a bowl of salad and condiments.  
 The panels showing the Moroccan pre-dinner activities follow the same design with one row 
each focussing on the mother, father and boy. The mother draws water from the well, peels 
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potatoes, stirs a pot on the clay oven and mixes grains on a round board. The father pours tea into 
glasses, feeds the donkey and unpacks a computer. The boy feeds the chickens, the goats and the 
cow. The family dinner on the opposite page shows all members sitting on the floor around the low 
wooden table eating with their hands from a single plate of what looks like rice and vegetables. In 
the background is the computer, with wires leading up the wall. 
 Baker’s choice of how to illustrate an Australian and a Moroccan dinner may not necessarily 
represent what is typical, but serves the narrative function of drawing attention to the differences 
between the two cultures. Ordering home-delivered fish and chips for dinner would not be 
considered “usual” in terms of meal preparation and food consumption in Australia, but it does 
represent a combining of two cultural particularities that can be identified as Australian (as well as 
British and North American): ordering a home-delivered meal by phone, and eating store-bought 
fish and chips. This serves as a direct contrast with the home-prepared Moroccan dinner which one 
can only assume is typical or particular to that culture.  
 At the same time, both the breakfast and dinner scenes incorporate elements that are 
common between the two families to allow for empathic identification. Baker states in her opening 
text that “some things are the same for all families no matter where they live.” For example, while 
flat bread and tea in glasses aren’t a familiar component of Australian breakfasts, and sitting on the 
floor and eating from a low table with your hands from a communal plate clearly positions the 
Moroccan family as culturally different from a Western family, both families have meal rituals at 
either end of the day that bring the family members together around food. There is also the matter 
of the orange juice, which makes a cameo appearance in the Moroccan storyline. A bottle of orange 
juice, the same as featured on the Australian breakfast table, pokes out of the donkey saddle bag 
when the Moroccan boy and his father return home from their trip to the neighbouring town. This 
detail serves to create a bridge between the two cultures (as do the computer and rug) by showing 
familiar items in unfamiliar settings. It is a reminder that we all inhabit the same world and is a 
subtle but powerful reference to the globalised network of consumerism which can result in 
manufactured items from one part of the world becoming incorporated into the daily lives of people 
in another part of the world.  
 Another commonality is that it is the mother in both stories who prepares the meals, 
although in significantly different ways. The food in the Moroccan meals is made by hand at home 
from ingredients sourced predominantly at the markets or from the family’s own animals (milk and 
eggs). Images detail the labour-intensive, hands-on work of food preparation. In contrast, the only 
images representing meal preparation by the Australian mother for breakfast show her filling the 
kettle and putting cutlery on the table. For dinner, she orders take-away. The contrasts here in food 
preparation are significant, but even more striking is the absence of depictions of food cultivation 
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and acquisition in the Australian storyline and the inclusion of such references in the Moroccan 
storyline.  
 The images of the Moroccan landscape the boy and his father travel through show food 
crops in the valley floor, animals being herded and people working in the fields. Parallel pages in 
the Australian story show traffic jams in a built environment, signage (including a billboard for an 
Aero chocolate bar) and road works. The Moroccan market place shows spices, fruit, vegetables 
and plants for sale, alongside second-hand televisions and computers. The mirrored spread shows 
the Australian boy and his father in the hardware store buying building materials. It is notable that 
behind the father in the queue to pay for the goods is a woman in a hijab and a dark-skinned man in 
a turban. They provide a “nod” to Australia’s multiculturalism and, as with the orange juice, 
computer and rug, are present in both narratives: turbaned men and women in hijab are visible in 
the Moroccan market scene. 
 To a large degree the differences of landscape and acquisition are due to the rural versus city 
settings of the stories, and are used by Baker for dramatic purposes to exaggerate the differences 
between the two cultures. However, the plenitude of references to food production and preparation 
in the Moroccan story play an important role in the way Baker positions the Moroccan scenario as 
ethnically distinct. This may, in part, be an unconscious response to Baker’s travels in southern 
Morocco; food is often central to travellers’ experiences of a place and culture, particularly if it is 
very different from their own. Mirror introduces the reader to Moroccan culture, in part through the 
meal rituals, highlighting the exotic other. At the same time, by juxtaposing the recognisable 
alongside the foreign, it could be seen to invite the viewer not only to appreciate the similarities 
amongst the differences (as is Baker’s expressed intention in the author’s note), but also to look at 
the familiar through othering eyes and to simply appreciate the differences.  
 The materiality of the book itself plays an important role here in how otherness is mediated. 
Flanagan suggests that the unwieldy physical structure of the book makes it more likely that the 
left-hand story of the Australian family will be read before the right-hand Moroccan story, “a 
process which ensures that white experience is positioned as the originary point of the narrative” 
(18). While this is likely to be the most common way the book is read by Westerners brought up 
with the convention of books being read from left to right, it is certainly possible that an 
Australian–Arabic reader would instinctively turn to the right-hand text first. It is also possible that 
pre-literate children approaching the book as an object to explore will be curious about the option of 
a story opening a different way to usual. That said, as a text produced by the Australian, British and 
North American publishing industries for their predominantly white consumers, I do not regard the 
potential inclination to read the Australian story first as problematic. The Moroccan story will be 
read at some point, either alongside or after the Australian story, requiring the reader to follow the 
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visual narrative from right to left as a Moroccan or Arabic child would, positioning the reader as the 
other in the process. For similar reasons I disagree with Flanagan’s assertion that “the white 
narrative implicitly functions as a narrative for all human experience” (18). Rather, the book invites 
a glimpse into otherness via the normative, using this approach to maximise the possibilities of 
identification and acknowledgement of difference. The similarities in the two narratives, including 
the ritual of family meals, allows a cultural translation to take place which co-opts the unfamiliar 
into a system of meaning that is implicitly understood by the book creator and her intended readers. 
At the same time Baker puts the familiar into unfamiliar proximity with difference. 
 A similar process of celebrating the unfamiliar through an interplay of similarity and 
differentiation can be found in stories thematising Aboriginal cultural practices. 
 
Indigenous	  stories	  
There are only eight titles in the corpus that feature Indigenous characters. Of these, two are written 
and illustrated by Indigenous book creators, one is a hybrid title (Indigenous writer, non-Indigenous 
illustrator) and the remainder are by non-Indigenous book creators.8 The politics of authenticity and 
authority in terms of mediated Indigenous representations are complex and largely outside the scope 
of this research. However, the cultural identity of writers and illustrators is, I would argue, a 
relevant factor when considering how food and food practices are communicated to the reader. I 
will turn first to titles written by non-Indigenous book creators. Collecting Colour (Dunstan) and 
You and Me: Our Place (Norrington and Huxley) both adopt the device of featuring a non-
Indigenous central character aligned with an Indigenous character of the same age and gender. 
Ernie Dances to the Didgeridoo (Lester) features the non-Indigenous title character aligned with his 
Indigenous classmates who are around the same age, but both genders. In these three stories, the 
non-Indigenous character serves to mediate the story to non-Indigenous readers. These character 
choices indicate a recognition of the distance between the cultures and the possibilities of mutual 
understanding of the other. They are what Bradford terms narratives of “cross cultural relations” 
where readers are aligned with characters “who learn to understand and value Aboriginal culture” 
(Reading Race 192), and to return to Bradford’s point mentioned earlier in this chapter, in this way 
alterity is presented “as a boon to white children” (“They Went Home” 86). 
 Set in the Northern Territory, Kylie Dunstan’s Collecting Colour follows Rose and her best 
friend Olive as they help Olive’s mother (Karrang) and Aunty gather the materials to make coloured 
baskets, mats and bags. Olive and her family are identifiably Aboriginal with dark brown skin and 
                                                
8 There are four other books in the larger data set with Indigenous storylines, but these do not include 
references to food. Three are by Indigenous writers and artists, none of which feature human characters. 
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dark hair. Rose has lighter skin and blonde hair. (The names themselves are telling: the dark-
skinned Olive and the Anglo-Australian Rose.) A non-Indigenous reader is more likely to identify 
with Rose in terms of physical appearance, and, as Olive’s friend, her character establishes from the 
outset a positive relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous Australians. It is through this 
lens of connection that the story is told. Leonie Norrington’s You and Me: Our Place (illustrated by 
Dee Huxley) establishes a similar narrative perspective, with two central child characters, this time 
boys: one is Aboriginal and the other has white skin, light hair and a European-shaped face. The 
narrative voice uses the collective “we” for the boys, who appear together in every scene. This joint 
point of view sets up a partnership between the black and white boy characters, rendering them as 
one voice, a perspective emphasised by the title itself. For a white reader, identification with the 
narrator thus involves identification with the province of childhood rather than a particular culture, 
and yet the primacy of culture lies at the heart of the story, as it does with Collecting Colour. 
 The focus of Collecting Colour, the gathering of bush materials to create ceremonial and 
everyday objects, marks Olive’s family culturally as Aboriginal. Aside from ceremonial functions, 
the baskets are used for collecting “bush food” – with an image of Olive reaching up to a tree and 
Rose leaning down into a basket – and for “carrying shopping from the supermarket.” The image 
here shows the two girls carrying a basket between them which contains store-bought items. With 
their free hand they hold an ice-block. The juxtaposition of traditional and modern forms of food 
acquisition, as well as bush foods and store-bought foods, is used to situate traditional basket- and 
mat-weaving crafts, as well as collecting bush-tucker, as part of modern life for this family, and, 
one can assume, their community: contemporary Aboriginal culture operating within/alongside 
contemporary Australian society.  
 This is evidenced in a later scene where the women and girls shelter from the heat in the 
shade by the river and have a picnic lunch of “cold manimunak – magpie goose – sandwiches and 
icy water.” This strategy of glossing Indigenous terms draws attention, according to Bradford, not 
only to the differences between Aboriginal and English words but to the distance between 
Aboriginal and Anglo-Australian cultures (Reading Race 172), although one could argue that the 
stark white bread of the sandwich visible in Karrang’s hand diminishes distance in this case. The 
telling of the story from Rose’s point of view invites the reader to engage with these linguistic 
differences and cultural distance and to identify with Rose’s responses. While the women and girls 
are munching on their lunch they throw hand-lines into the river and Aunty catches a “beautiful big 
silver barramundi” which is later cooked on a fire. Although it is assumed that all the characters 
partake of the fish meal, the text and images refer only to Rose, privileging the value she attains 
from the exchange: “It is delicious and Rose falls asleep that night with a full belly.”  
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 A similar positioning of a distinctive Aboriginal culture within the wider Australian society 
is evidenced in You and Me: Our Place with the two boys as narrators. The story follows the daily 
fishing ritual of Uncle Tobias, a white-bearded Aboriginal elder, and bush-tucker is central to the 
narrative. It opens with Uncle Tobias on the beach, accompanied by the two boys, calling the fish 
in, using a line, spear and nets to secure his catch. Various marine animals are depicted in the 
illustrations and a note on the imprint page states, “All the marine creatures mentioned in this book 
are used as food by Indigenous people.” In one scene Auntie Ruby shows the boys how to find pipis 
and longbums in the sand, and mangrove worms in the bark of the mangrove trees. There is an 
image of a smiling Auntie Ruby looking on as the light-skinned boy shuts his eyes and holds a 
wriggling worm up to his mouth while the dark-skinned boy looks on with wide eyes and a worried 
expression (figure 2.3). 
 
 
Figure	  2.3.	  Detail	  from	  You	  and	  Me:	  Our	  Place	  (Norrington	  and	  Huxley).	  
	  
While this depiction could be seen to playfully subvert an assumed alignment between 
Aboriginality and acceptance of traditional tastes, it could also suggest the boy is shying away from 
identifying cultural practices and by extension shying away from Indigenous identity. Within the 
context of the story, however, this is not borne out and a reader is more likely to align with the 
Aboriginal boy here in the reaction of disgust at the thought of eating worms. In this way the scene 
uses the refusal of easy racial identification to shuttle the reader across racial boundaries, allowing 
cross-cultural alignment. 
 There is an eliding not only of races but also of time in this story. In a later scene Uncle 
Tobias is telling stories “of the olden days, when his family came to fish this place.” A page turn 
reveals the wider physical and social context of the story, showing that Uncle Tobias’s world exists 
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alongside a busy beach populated by men, women and children with a variety of racial features 
(South-east Asian, Southern Asian, Anglo-Celtic, Aboriginal and Southern European). It is a scene 
that remains invisible to Uncle Tobias who is rooted in an older, traditional world, looking out to a 
swirl of creatures in the sea. He is depicted as choosing not to engage with the newer, modern world 
but the boys have access to both and are shown to enjoy both. While the story recounts the 
transmission of culture down the generations, with traditional food practices representing ancient 
knowledges as alive and active, it is almost as if the boys (and the reader) have visited the 
older/traditional world through their time with Uncle Tobias, returning by the end of the story to 
their newer/modern world. In some ways, the final image is one of assimilation, showing how 
distinctiveness can be subsumed by the wider society, and also returning the reader to a place 
redolent with familiarity, highlighting the foreignness of Uncle Tobias’s world.  
 The foreignness of Aboriginal Australia to white Australian children is celebrated in Alison 
Lester’s Ernie Dances to the Didgeridoo, where it is depicted as a geographical and cultural shift 
rather than a generational one. Here the Anglo-Australian title character goes to live in Arnhem 
Land for a year. The story presents what is learnt in that time through the device of letters Ernie 
sends back to his school friends every season (there are six in Arnhem Land) detailing the activities 
he and his Aboriginal school mates get up to (figure 2.4). 
 
 
Figure	  2.4.	  Example	  of	  season-­‐based	  letter	  from	  Ernie	  Dances	  to	  the	  Didgeridoo	  (Lester).	  
 
 The activities are dominated by play, but each season also includes at least one reference to 
learning culture – for example, in Yekke, the cool weather time, “Joseph and his uncle collect bark 
for painting” – and also at least one bush-tucker reference – for example, in Kudjewk, the monsoon 
season, “Patrick spears a barramundi”; and in Kurrung, the hot dry season, “Ernie collects green 
plums with Old Daisy.” Other bush-tucker practices referred to include digging for yams, going for 
sugar bag (native honey), collecting goose eggs and catching a crab. The enmeshment of food and 
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culture is exhibited with one girl not only digging for yams but in a later season learning the yam 
dance. Collecting bush-tucker is presented as a typical and fun activity, part of the everyday fabric 
of Aboriginal life, as well as culturally significant, a skill to be taught and practised. 
 At the end of the story Ernie’s classmates send him a letter telling him of the “special 
Arnhem Land activities” they have been doing at school. All the images are set in the school 
environment, four of them in the classroom (as opposed to none set in a formal school setting in 
Arnhem Land). The two outdoor activities relate to bush-tucker: one shows a girl kneeling by an 
outdoor fire preparing to cook damper and the other presents a boy as a “hunter” with spear in hand 
and “dingo” beside him. Together with dancing, painting and language, bush-tucker practices are 
featured here as integral to learning about Aboriginality. 
 The narrative positions Ernie as an emissary sending home information about “others.” 
Lester’s visual style supports this by differentiating Ernie not only by skin colour but also by the 
fact that he is the only character who wears glasses, pictured as thick lenses that reflect light, 
drawing attention to his framed eyes, and rendering literal the white lens through which he sees 
things. In terms of skin colour, it is notable that all the Aboriginal characters have the same shade of 
dark brown skin, emphasising their difference in comparison to Ernie, and their sameness to each 
other. Furthermore, none of Ernie’s Arnhem Land classmates wear shoes, whereas Ernie is pictured 
with sneakers in all the scenes where his feet are visible, bar one where he is fishing from a tree 
over the water. His physical connection with the land is literally and symbolically more distant, 
although there is no suggestion that he is treated differently by his playmates. The cultural gap 
between white and black Australia is both clearly iterated and positioned in a positive way as 
unproblematic. 
 This cultural gap is manifest in quite a different way in Tom Tom (Sullivan and Huxley), 
another title by non-Indigenous book creators. The title character is a young boy of preschool age 
who lives in an imaginary community in the Northern Territory called Lemonade Springs. The 
narrative begins by situating Tom Tom within a culturally distinctive kinship system, classifying 
fifty-five of his relations. While this notion of family may be alien and somewhat comical to a 
white Australian reader, the story goes on to show routine activities that enable connection with an 
audience of a similar age, such as playing with friends, eating meals and attending preschool. It is at 
preschool where Tom Tom performs his cultural identity: he plays in the cubby house “made of 
sticks and paperbark,” makes a pretend fire of “wood and orange paper,” shapes dough into damper 
“just like Granny May,” and play-acts cooking it on the fire. Unlike the other books discussed 
above, this title does not employ a white character as a conduit for the reader and purports to 
present a day in the life of a young Aboriginal boy in a remote Aboriginal community. The author 
acknowledges the support and inspiration of a particular Indigenous community in the paratext, as 
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do the non-Indigenous book creators of other Aboriginal stories. However there are several 
elements which clearly frame the story as a white interpretation of black experience and a white 
positioning of black lives as other. Most tellingly, the text uses the descriptor “Aboriginal” for the 
preschool cubby house, belying the insider perspective that the narrative attempts to establish. 
Furthermore, it could be argued that Huxley’s soft, flowing watercolour drawings, featuring curved 
lines and indistinct edges (in this title as well as You and Me) are designed to make cultural 
distinctiveness digestible to the Anglo-Australian reader by rendering the Aboriginal characters in a 
sympathetic style commonly found in Western picture books.  
 The combination of character choice, language usage and illustrative style in the Indigenous 
stories discussed so far sets up a border of sorts between self and other that separates the implied 
reader from the Indigenous culture as depicted while at the same time domesticating the foreignness 
of this culture for Anglo-Australian consumption. The Shy Mala (Stafford and Zielinski), also by a 
non-Indigenous writer and illustrator team, offers a different approach: the presentation of 
characters’ points of view and the illustrative framing render the white lens less intrusive. The story 
is about a conservation management program instigated by Warlpiri elders that relocates 
endangered malas from central Australia to a wildlife sanctuary thousands of kilometres away. In 
keeping with the notion of the Indigenous characters as having authority in the story, the few 
illustrative references to non-Indigenous characters position them literally on the periphery, only 
partially visible on the edge of a page. What is similar to the previously discussed titles, however, is 
the inclusion of bush-tucker references to construct cultural identity.  
 The theme of caring for country underlies the plot line and conservation of the mala, the 
totem of the Walpiri, is seen as intrinsic to conservation of cultural identity: “They had to hang on 
to the story for new generations.” The illustration accompanying this text shows the transmission of 
knowledge between the generations with a woman in a t-shirt and skirt pointing out animal tracks to 
a girl in a dress. Next to these figures, two grey-haired women and a young girl, all with painted 
breasts, each carry a digging stick. These women are not only reading the landscape and teaching 
country, they are looking for bush-tucker. Although this story is primarily about a totem, the bush-
tucker reference reminds the reader that this distinctive food practice is part of the matrix of 
Indigenous identity, not easily teased apart from other cultural practices. Considered together with 
the other titles examined here, it would seem that bush-tucker practices are seen by non-Indigenous 
writers and illustrators as central to the creation of an “authentic” representation of Indigenous 
culture and identity in stories for young children. This raises the question of whether such food 
practices are treated similarly in the two titles in the corpus by Indigenous book creators: A is for 
Aunty (Russell) and Corroboree (Wallam et al.). 
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 Both these books are based on lived experiences and are designed to present Indigenous 
history to Indigenous and non-Indigenous audiences. Elaine Russell’s autobiographical A is for 
Aunty is an alphabet book with each letter drawing on an aspect of her childhood spent on a mission 
at Murrin Bridge, Western NSW, while Corroboree is based on Angus Wallam’s semi-traditional 
childhood in Western Australia. They both offer an insider’s perspective yet have quite different 
engagements with the process of othering. Russell’s text is told in the first person; it is a story about 
“us.” If there is a notion of otherness, it lies with the imposed white missionary ways of doing 
things, which are in the main rejected (“Instead of using the fuel stove in the kitchen, my mother 
sometimes cooked supper on an open fire under an old gum tree”) or contested: “V is for Valley” 
makes reference to Elaine and her friend sneaking fresh milk home “[b]ecause we only had 
powdered milk.” Wallam’s text, on the other hand, is a fictionalised ethnographic account, told in 
the third person, with detailed descriptions of a world far removed from the normative Anglo-
Australian realm and likely also to be unfamiliar to most contemporary Aboriginal children. The 
otherness of the traditional way of life is highlighted by the use of Nyungar language, as will be 
discussed further below.  
 There are many references to food and food practices throughout both texts. In A is for 
Aunty, “Q is for Quandong,” “W is for Witchetty Grubs” and “Y is for Yabbies” tell of how the 
signature bush-tucker item for those letters is found, prepared and consumed. These practices are 
positioned as part of daily life, an aspect of play and an acknowledgement of and appreciation for 
connection to country. They are an indicator that living on the mission did not extinguish all 
traditional cultural practices, and by collecting and cooking bush foods community members were 
able to assert their cultural identity. “S is for Suppertime” draws attention to the use of the outdoor 
fire for cooking with the illustration showing a woman tending pots over a fire for a group of 
people. It is one of seven visual depictions of outdoor cooking fires in the story, a repeated motif. 
Other references present a complex picture of relationships to food that expose the variations in 
daily practices that mission-life required. “T is for Teacher” talks of the supply of bottled milk at 
school, and the daily ritual of tending the vegetable garden. In “Z is for Zinc Ointment,” visible on a 
shelf in a large communal room are tins with the letters F, S, T and R, presumably standing for 
Flour, Sugar, Tea and Rice, standard ration items given to Aboriginal communities from the 1960s 
onwards (Dyson 15). The range of food depictions indicate a mixture of traditional and modern 
relationships to food that were central to the lived experience of the author, entwined as they were 
with a mixture of traditional and modern relationships to kin and to the land.  
 As an historical text, life on the mission, while very different to life in middle-class 
suburbia, would not be completely remote to Anglo-Australian readers; it affords the possibility of 
references to familiar environments and activities such as kitchens, gardens, school routines and 
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playing with friends. There is little such opportunity for identification in the unfamiliar world 
portrayed in Corroboree. Wallam recounts the practices involved in a corroboree, including 
hunting, gathering and cooking bush-tucker, preparing ochre and painting the dancers. The only 
visual or textual references to Western influence are the few characters who wear Western-style 
clothes, including Wirrin, the central boy character (shorts tied up with string) and his mother (a 
dress); most wear animal hides.  
 The text is rich with Nyungar words that are translated into English the first time they are 
used, reinforcing the distance between traditional Aboriginal society and the wider Australian 
society, as noted earlier in relation to the manimunak sandwiches in Collecting Colour. For 
example, in the scene where Wirrin is at camp after a hunting trip with his father, the text reads:  
Back at the karlak Wirrin and his mother put more wood on the karl. They need hot 
ashes to cook the yonga and the dampers made from the koonart seeds. They don’t 
cook the djoobak, it tastes delicious eaten raw. Djiti-djiti the willy-wagtail is also 
interested in the cooking. Some crumbs from a damper would be very tasty. (Wallam 
et al.) 
The watercolour painting that accompanies the text shows Wirrin watching the women around the 
fire, with other family groups and cooking fires visible in the background (figure 2.5).  
 
 
Figure	  2.5.	  From	  Corroboree	  (Wallam	  et	  al.).	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The image aids comprehension as the reader can see what the characters are doing and what tools 
they are using. The foreignness of Wirrin’s world, however, literally frames the narrative: each page 
is bordered with a selection of Nyungar words used on that page and their English translations.  
 What is most notable in this book are the detailed descriptions of traditional practices, and 
while the plot line follows the lead up to the corroboree, more than a third of the pages are devoted 
to bush-tucker practices. This level of detail, together with the saturation of the text with Nyungar 
language, suggests that like A is for Aunty the book is designed as a tool for the transmission of 
cultural knowledge to younger readers. There is also, of course, an audience for which Wirrin’s 
world is not so foreign: Nyungar children for whom such language and references are a familiarity. 
In this context it is the non-Nyungar reader who is positioned as the outsider, which could be a 
deliberate strategy. Sarah Sceats notes that Toni Morrison, for example, uses food-related terms that 
are familiar to African-Americans such as “strawberry shrug,” “raised bread” and “goobers,” terms 
that may only be partially understood by other readers. This, Morrison explains, is part of the deal 
for readers of her work: “I would not footnote the black experience for white readers. I wouldn’t try 
to explain what a reader like me already knew” (qtd in Sceats 127). Noting that “strangeness is most 
vividly felt in relation to food,” Sceats goes on to suggest that “[p]art of what Morrison is doing, it 
seems, is to evoke (eating) experiences in which her characters and a proportion of her readers feel 
very much at home; those who do not can experience what it feels like to be an outsider” (127). 
 With only one exception, traditional food acquisition, preparation and consumption is 
referenced in one way or another in all the titles in the larger data set that feature Aboriginal 
characters and thematise Aboriginal culture, with more mainstream Anglo-Australian food practices 
largely absent.9 This indicates that bush-tucker is a high-value food concept in the economy of 
meaning of Indigenous identity as mediated in book form; it can be seen as a symbol of authentic 
indigeneity, foregrounding a connection to country. As was identified earlier in this chapter in 
relation to the Moroccan family in Mirror, there is an alignment of non-Anglo identity with a 
closeness to the earth, an association that will be seen later in this chapter to be reiterated in other 
titles featuring ethnically marked characters.  
 The repeated alignment of bush-tucker practices with indigeneity (along with other cultural 
conventions such as dance and storytelling) contribute, I would argue, to the propagation of a 
standardised Aboriginal identity in contemporary Australian picture books. This is made cogent in 
its subversion, as demonstrated in the one hybrid text of the corpus, Shake a Leg, a collaboration 
between Indigenous author Boori Monty Pryor and non-Indigenous illustrator Jan Ormerod. This 
                                                
9 Look See Look at Me (Norrington and Huxley), by the same creators of You and Me: Our Place, is the only 
book out of the 219 surveyed that features Aboriginal characters but does not include food references. 
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text challenges cultural boundaries by playing with concepts of authenticity. In so doing, it 
interrogates the use of food-related stereotypes in defining ethnic and racial distinctiveness.  
 
Stereotyping	  ethnicity	  
Stereotyping is a form of othering whereby certain features of difference are used as a type of short-
hand to signify a cultural group or membership of a group, bypassing a more thorough definition. It 
is simplistic and sometimes dangerous, and yet difficult to avoid. David Schneider suggests 
stereotypes “are the common colds of social interaction – ubiquitous, infectious, irritating, and hard 
to get rid of” (1). Stereotyping is sometimes consciously employed by picture book creators as a 
simple way to signify ethnicity. Shake a Leg refers to stereotypes in several ways, scrutinising 
representations of otherness. Food features here as both setting and cultural signifier. The story 
begins with three hungry boys, none of whom are Aboriginal in appearance, “hunting for pizza” in 
far north Queensland. They follow their noses to Bertie’s Pizzeria and are greeted in Italian by a 
brown-skinned man. The boys are surprised that he can speak Italian and by way of explanation, 
Bertie tells of his two-year cooking apprenticeship in an Italian village. The boys do not recognise 
Bertie as Aboriginal, although the reader has already navigated the cover, endpapers and title pages, 
which clearly indicate that this is a story featuring Aboriginal characters, and Bertie has broad 
Aboriginal facial features. Bertie tells the boys his mother encouraged him to seek authenticity if he 
wanted to learn something properly: “You want to dance like the brolga, you spend time with the 
brolgas. You want to make beautiful pizza, you go to the source.” The authentic Italian experience 
is depicted as taking place in a picturesque hill-side village with a family who tick every box for 
cultural stereotyping: the plump, older woman in black, the communal processing of fresh 
tomatoes, the attractive younger woman and her swarthy husband, the mamma’s congratulatory kiss 
on the apprentice chef’s cheek that leaves a lipstick mark.  
 On the opposite page Bertie refers to himself as a Murri fella.10 He confronts the boys’ 
surprise at this by playfully challenging what he assumes is their stereotypical notion of an 
Aboriginal man: “standing on one leg, leaning on a spear, looking for emu,” although the 
illustration shows him leaning on a didgeridoo. That particular stereotype seems somewhat dated, 
perhaps reflecting the age of the book creators rather than the imaginative realms of younger 
readers (at the time of publication Pryor was sixty and Ormerod was sixty-four). However, with 
tongue-in-cheek humour, over the page Bertie tells the boys, “I still do that on holidays …” The text 
here uses cultural stereotypes to subvert cultural stereotypes: here’s an Italian-speaking Aboriginal 
man who spent two years in Italy learning the culinary arts. Bertie probably could have served his 
                                                
10 Murri is an Indigenous term for Indigenous peoples of Queensland and northern NSW. 
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apprenticeship closer to home – after all, the North Queensland town of Ingham has had a large and 
celebrated Italian community for over a century. However, I would suggest the idea of an 
Aboriginal man from North Queensland going to Italy to learn how to make tomato sauce so 
dramatically subverts the stereotype of the traditional hunter on one leg that it allows the author to 
challenge widely perceived notions of what it means to be Aboriginal.  
 At the same time, the narrative features the cultural practices found in the other titles 
examined in this section. Bush-tucker, dance and storytelling are the focus of the text, with the 
transmission of traditional knowledge positioned as a way of asserting Aboriginal identity. Bertie 
makes the boys a crocodile-shaped pizza with crocodile meat and proceeds to tell them a “tale” 
about a boy who gets eaten by a crocodile. He explains the dance that accompanies the story in the 
context of the continuity of culture over thousands of years, with the comic-book style layout 
showing the story being enacted in dance. The narrative focuses on the teaching and explanation of 
traditional dance for the remainder of the story.  
 Alongside the presentation of dance and storytelling as signifiers of indigeneity, this book 
challenges assumptions about the possible lived experience of Aboriginal Australians. Pryor 
disrupts the notion of a binary opposition between Aboriginality and non-Aboriginality. Bertie can 
be both a proud custodian of Aboriginal culture and an Italian-speaking pizza-maker. This is 
highlighted when Bertie introduces his three children directly to the reader. For each child he 
references their kin relation (“My daughter Jemma”), their position in contemporary Australian 
society (“she’s training to be a nurse”), the equivalent traditional Aboriginal role (“the healer of the 
family”), and how they contribute to the family business (“She makes the sauce”). This is the only 
book in the survey set where representations of Indigenous characters align with repeated markers 
of Aboriginal cultural identity and at the same time with markers that an older reader would 
recognise as a middle-class, white Australian identity (overseas travel, tertiary study and regular 
jobs). It is food that allows the expression of this multifaceted identity, not only as cross-cultural 
cuisine (crocodile pizza), but also as setting (the pizzeria), as character (the pizza maker and his 
past), as props (flour and sauce are used to paint the boys’ bodies in preparation for dancing), and as 
an affirmation of kinship relationships (the family introductions). As a popular food item widely 
understood to have a prescribed ethnicity, the Italian pizza becomes a device to destabilise notions 
of authenticity and to challenge readers’ understanding of what it means to be an Indigenous 
Australian. 
 In contesting standardised and stereotyped Aboriginal identity, Shake a Leg appropriates 
stereotypes to signify Italianness. Other titles in the corpus are less transparent about their use of 
stereotyping, particularly when it comes to representations of food practices as markers of cultural 
distinctiveness. Sometimes the stereotyping can be as simple as an incidental reference to a food 
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type strongly aligned with particular ethnicity. For example, in The Last Viking (Jorgensen and 
Foley), there is a reference to the Norse god Odin “sitting down to his usual morning tea of pickled 
herrings.” The naming of the “usual” ingredient of Odin’s morning tea is a short-hand way of 
confirming his Scandinavian origins (at least to a knowing older reader), and a way of othering this 
character in relation to the Australian boy who is the central protagonist.  
 The use of ethnic stereotyping can also be more subtle. As an example, I’d like to return to 
That’s Not a Daffodil! (Honey), cited by Flanagan as an example of a text that includes a non-
Anglo character without thematising ethnicity. The story features Tom, a blond-haired, blue-eyed 
boy, and Mr Yilmaz, his olive-skinned, moustachioed neighbour. It is interesting to note here that 
despite a range of multicultural policies at various levels of government in Australia since the 
1970s, together with high levels of non-Anglo immigration, characters with noticeably non-Anglo 
names are not common in contemporary children’s picture books. There is no suggestion that Mr 
Yilmaz is not Australian, yet the name and skin colour of Mr Yilmaz position him as an immigrant, 
or perhaps the son of immigrant parents (Yilmaz is a common Turkish surname). To make this 
ethnic characterisation more explicit to an unworldly audience, at one point in the text Mr Yilmaz is 
“away in Turkey.” 
 The story follows the growth of a daffodil, given as a bulb by Mr Yilmaz to Tom, who 
thinks it is an onion. Each time Mr Yilmaz visits he and Tom check the progress of the daffodil and 
Tom declares that it looks like something else, until it blooms. The neighbourly visits are not only 
about the daffodil; there is a pretext, as the images and words reveal. The story begins: “One day, 
Mr Yilmaz from next door called in with a basket of apples and a crumpled paper bag.” (The bag 
contained the bulb.) On subsequent visits Mr Yilmaz brings “a fine bunch of carrots” (figure 2.6), 
“a large pumpkin” and “a bucket of lemons.” Because of the quantities of fruit and vegetables and 
the way they are gifted (no packaging) readers are likely to assume Mr Yilmaz has a thriving food 
garden that includes an orchard and vegetable patch. While a backyard vegetable garden or orchard 
is by no means the sole province of immigrants, a stereotype does exist in Australia of immigrants 
from southern Europe (Turkey could be included here) continuing a cultural practice from their 
homeland of growing their own food. In this story, Mr Yilmaz’s cultural identity is partly 
represented by this mode of food production, repeated through the narrative with the multiple gifts 
of home-grown produce. The references to growing food become a signifier of ethnicity within the 
framework of blond, blue-eyed Tom’s middle-class, suburban home. 
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Figure	  2.6.	  From	  That’s	  Not	  a	  Daffodil!	  (Honey).	  
	  
 Using short-hand strategies in picture books can be useful. Limited to thirty-two pages, and 
usually with no more than 500 words of text, concision is the key to picture books for young 
readers. From this perspective, an Italian mama supervising the making of tomato sauce, a Norse 
god having pickled herrings for morning tea, and a Turkish neighbour gifting home-grown produce 
are able to communicate particular variants of cultural identity in concise ways. These specific 
food-related details could be seen to be “telling” details; that is, details that capture the essence of 
what is being described, inspiring an image, but also an abstraction such as a meaning or emotion. 
Mr Yilmaz’s gifts of produce tell the reader something about his disposition and his life beyond the 
page. At the same time, recognising a food or food practice as a telling detail or as stereotypical 
relies on prior understanding of what may be considered as iconic of a certain culture. In this way 
picture books not only reproduce stereotypes, they also introduce them to an unworldly audience. 
One of the clearest ways in which this can be seen in the corpus is through the use of iconic 
Australian foods in picture books that thematise Australianness. Possum Magic (Fox and Vivas) is 
probably the best known of these, with references to Anzac biscuits, Minties, pumpkin scones, 
Vegemite sandwiches, pavlovas and lamingtons. Although still appearing on the bestseller lists in 
the 2000s, this book, originally published in 1983, falls outside the scope of my study. However, 
the framing of a stereotypical notion of Australianness has changed very little over the decades.  
 There are five titles from the corpus that promote a stereotypically Australian identity 
through the use of simplified and standardised conceptions of characters, places and behaviours. 
The titles themselves are telling: Santa Koala (Buchanan and Singleton), An Aussie Night Before 
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Christmas (Morrison and Niland), An Aussie Day Before Christmas (K. Niland), Santa’s Aussie 
Holiday (Farrer), and Ten Blue Wrens (Honey), which includes the line “An absolutely Australian 
counting book” on the cover. The latter title was shortlisted for the Queensland Literary Awards in 
2012 but the others appear in the corpus as bestsellers rather than shortlisted or award-winning 
books. This in itself is interesting in terms of the popularity as Christmas presents of books that 
thematise the seasonal celebration and at the same time promote Australianness in an iconic 
fashion. All five books make multiple references to food: lamingtons appear in every title, with 
pavlovas the next most popular food item. Michael Symons notes, “If people are what they eat, then 
Australians are sweet, creamy and fluffy. For their proudest claimant to a national dish is the 
pavlova” (161). Other represented foods that could be seen as iconically Australian include meat 
pies, Vegemite, Sao biscuits and “snags” (Australian slang for sausages). All the titles also feature 
Australian native animals, usually anthropomorphised, and refer to the landscape either visually or 
textually.  
 The Christmas books predictably feature narratives about Santa as a character and the rituals 
of gift-giving. In the context of celebration and feasting, it is not surprising to find representations 
of sugar-rich foods such as lamingtons and pavlovas. This however skews the representation of 
iconically Australian foods in the corpus towards sweet treats associated with special occasions. In 
contrast, the foods mentioned in the titles that thematise non-Anglo cultural identity analysed so far 
in this chapter, tend to be savoury and components of everyday meals, such as Moroccan flatbread, 
Indigenous bush-tucker, Italian tomato sauce and Scandinavian pickled herrings. This is the case 
even when the food is a marker of place rather than the character’s cultural identity such as the meal 
of frog-leg soufflés that the title character consumes in Mr Chicken Goes to Paris (Hobbs).   
 Not all foods in books featuring non-Anglo characters are positioned as ethnically iconic or 
markers of cultural distinctiveness. In texts that focus on refugee and migrant experiences, for 
example, representations of food are paradigmatic of an occurrence or sentiment, symbolising what 
is lost and longed for. The value of these representations as signifiers arises from the relationships 
to food that are mediated in the texts rather than the foods themselves. Unlike the books discussed 
so far, the underlying intention of these titles is to raise awareness of social injustices and the 
consequences of conflict and poverty, as opposed to presenting cultural difference as a celebration 
and affirmation of a group identity. As a result, the food references work differently, yet still carry 
significations which grant them particular value. 
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Refugee	  and	  immigrant	  stories	  
The refugee and immigrant stories in the corpus are unequivocally borne out of the social and 
political issues of the twentieth and early twenty-first century: My Dog (Heffernan and McLean) is 
set in the Balkans during the ethnic wars of the 1990s, Dust (Thompson et al.) grew out of the 
widespread media coverage of the Niger famine in 2005, Ziba Came on a Boat (Lofthouse and 
Ingpen) features an Afghani refugee headed to Australia, Running with the Horses (Lester) is a 
story inspired by the rescue of stallions in Vienna during the Second World War, and The Little 
Refugee (Do et al.) is an autobiographical account of escape from war-torn Vietnam through to 
happy Australian childhood. In addition to these refugee narratives, The Peasant Prince (Li and 
Spudvilas) documents the immigrant author’s journey from rural poverty in China to international 
ballet stardom. Whereas ethnic particularity is a key factor in these books, experiences of hardship 
as the result of conflict, war and/or poverty, and overcoming that hardship, feature more 
prominently. The identities of the non-Anglo characters are shaped by their status as refugees or 
immigrants. Food here serves not only to frame ethnicity but also, more significantly, to symbolise 
what is lost and longed for: home, comfort, family, safety.  
 The title that most compellingly situates food in this way is My Dog (Heffernan and 
McLean). Set in the war-torn Balkans, the book attracted controversy at the time of publication due 
in part to the uncompromising portrayal of a young boy’s experience of ethnic cleansing juxtaposed 
with the benign-looking cover and title. The story is rich with food references. The opening spread 
introduces the characters and village life before the upheavals of civil war: “My dad’s the best 
baker in our village. The only baker really.” An aerial view shows the baker shovelling loaves from 
a wood-fired oven, the son loading them onto a wooden cart, a minaret visible in the background 
against high mountains. The central role the father plays in the life of the narrator Alija is aligned 
with the central role bread plays in the lives of the villagers, as provider of standard fare before the 
war and supplier of sustenance to the starving during the war. As people begin to flee from other 
areas through the village, Alija takes bread to them at his father’s insistence. On one of these 
outings a stray dog follows the boy and becomes his treasured companion, hence the title. 
 Bread is also survival for the soldiers who come through the village demanding most of the 
baker’s supply. After this happens, Alija’s father insists that he and his mother leave. The 
illustration of this scene shows the family at the dining table (figure 2.7). There are loaves of bread 
on a platter, full coffee cups, a džezva coffee pot (Turkish style) and a fruit bowl. The viewer looks 
over the mother’s shoulder to the father with the boy in his lap, both with worried expressions. The 
mother is leaning across the table to clasp the father’s hand. The scene powerfully shows what is to 
be forsaken. Food here symbolises abundance as well as family, comfort and safety. 
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Figure	  2.7.	  Detail	  from	  My	  Dog	  (Heffernan	  and	  McLean).	  
	  
From this point on, food becomes intrinsic to survival, both physical and emotional. As Alija and 
his mother leave, his father presents him with supplies: “‘Here, Son,’ Dad said. ‘Some of my best 
bread, and some burek. These will keep you going.’” The baked goods are not only practical, but 
represent the nourishment of a parent’s love.  
 After Alija’s mother is taken away by soldiers, he and his dog fall in with others, walking 
for days to reach the coast: “An old man gave me some of his dried meat and bread. The bread was 
nothing like my dad’s, but I didn’t tell the old man that. I just ate the bread and watched him 
through my tears.” Bread is more than sustenance here, it is a material memory of “father” and the 
love and safety that he entails. The boy sticks close to the old man, who becomes a surrogate father 
figure, eventually taking the boy to a safe haven, his daughter’s house. The happy ending is 
illustrated by a bright kitchen scene, with flowers on the sideboard. The three smiling characters are 
sitting at the table shelling peas, Alija in the woman’s lap with the dog beside him. The old man sits 
opposite, looking less gaunt than in previous spreads. This illustration echoes the domestic scene 
seven spreads earlier where the father decides his wife and child must flee (figure 2.7). In both 
images food is positioned at the centre of the table in front of the three characters, and in both food 
represents safety, abundance and family. The final spread reminds the reader that this happy family 
scene is not Alija’s happy family, but a substitute. Alija and his dog sit on the side of a road that 
weaves into the distance, waiting for his dad so that together they can find his mother, sister and 
grandmother. 
 The gravity of the subject matter of My Dog is to some degree contrasted by the soft, loose 
charcoal and watercolour illustrations, with their warm hues. This style of imagery is designed to 
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engage young readers and overcome perceptions of alienness. Andrew McLean is quoted as saying 
he wanted to make the illustrations “as naturalistic as possible, to give a sense of ordinariness” 
(“Authors and Illustrators”). To this end, even though the main character’s identity as a refugee 
drives the story, My Dog could also be read as the relationship between a boy and his dog (as 
inferred by the title). In one scene the dog is valued for his contribution to keeping Alija and the old 
man alive when he catches a hare. The image shows the man and boy both smiling in the glow of 
the cooking fire, with the hare on a makeshift spit over the flames. The image does not evoke the 
desperation of the circumstances, but rather, in perhaps a child-like view, focuses on the immediate 
moment and the happiness induced by the warmth of the fire and prospect of the meal ahead. As 
McLean intended, it facilitates a sense of ordinariness in a circumstance that is anything but 
ordinary by using familiar significations of happiness (glowing light, smiling faces) to make the 
very unfamiliar experiences of displacement and hunger comprehensible to a young audience.  
 Inspired by events in Bosnia, no mention is made of the location in which the narrative takes 
place; it is only an older reader cognisant of recent European conflicts who would understand the 
historical context of the story. The assumption here, I suggest, is that a full understanding of the 
meaning and significance of the story can only be realised if the reading is augmented by discussion 
of some sort with an adult, knowing reader. This foregrounds the importance of the social context 
of the reading experience. Unmediated, the text and visuals would still communicate a story to an 
unknowing reader, but most likely a different one.  
 The same could be said for Ziba Came on a Boat (Lofthouse and Ingpen), another title 
responding to contemporary issues of war and displacement. This title is a more didactic rendering 
of the plight of refugees. In the story, the young Afghani refugee protagonist recalls home as a way 
of escaping the grim reality of the trip she and her mother are undertaking on an overcrowded boat 
and, as with My Dog, food takes on a rich symbolic meaning. Punctuated by images of the boat 
journey, several spreads show Ziba’s former life in Afghanistan before she and her mother fled. 
One makes visual and textual reference to collecting water in clay pots from the mountain stream 
and the joy of play with cousins. The next shows an Afghani kitchen scene where Ziba is cooking 
over a three-chambered, wood-fired stove with the women of her extended family, meat hanging 
from the ceiling in the background: “Ziba smelled the rich spices of the evening meal. She helped 
her aunties prepare the flatbread cooked in the tandur, and tasted the cool, smooth texture of the 
goat’s milk yoghurt her mother made.” As with the Moroccan story in Mirror, the rituals of food 
preparation and water hauling are signifiers of an “other” culture, accented by the particularities of 
foreign dishes. The collection of water from the stream, the routine of communal cooking, the 
modes of cooking (air drying meat, wood-fired ovens) and the food items themselves (flatbread, 
goat’s milk yoghurt) all define the characters as from a particular ethnic group.  
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 This is not a story about how another cultural group lives, however, it is a refugee story. 
Food and food practices are presented as memory and a powerful symbol of what has been lost: 
home, comfort and family. The third-person narrative from Ziba’s point of view tells of war and 
danger, of being forced to flee and leave behind all that is familiar, including her father. The 
spreads of the crowded boat, small against the wide sea, are visually constructed to enhance the 
experience of alienation; no individual person can be distinguished. Although Ziba’s homeland is 
referenced through her memories, the geographical location is not given weight; Ziba’s primary 
identity is as a refugee, not as an Afghani. Adult book buyers and readers would be aware of the 
topical nature of this story (even years after publication), although young children are less likely to 
know about the situation in Afghanistan or the plight of refugees arriving in Australia by boat. As 
with My Dog, while the narrative can be followed by an unworldly reader, a significant layer of 
meaning relies on an of understanding of international and national political affairs. 
 Ziba and her fellow boat passengers are positioned as less fortunate and less privileged than 
normative, Anglo-Australian readers, as are Alija and the other displaced Bosnians in My Dog. In 
these stories, memory and metaphor position the food practices of preparation, production and 
consumption as powerful signifiers of a sense of self and idea of family that exist in the past, to be 
experienced in the present only as a yearning. Family for the central child character is framed to 
mean the same as for a typical Australian child reader: a core source of social cohesion, love and 
care. The difference in these stories is that the family unit is ripped apart due to social and political 
upheavals beyond the control of the family members. This type of representation, which could be 
seen as a form of othering, is seen as central to texts that encourage the development of an 
awareness of social injustice (Sims Bishop, “Reflections” 7).  
 The focus on what has been lost in these titles is juxtaposed with a focus on what has been 
gained through the move to a new country in the other two books to be analysed in this section: The 
Little Refugee (Do et al.) and The Peasant Prince (Li and Spudvilas). Significantly, My Dog and 
Ziba are outsider perspectives, borne out of the white Australian adult book creators’ responses to 
world events, whereas The Little Refugee and The Peasant Prince are autobiographical accounts, 
the former by a Vietnamese refugee and the latter by a Chinese immigrant. It is too simplistic to 
suggest that the ethnicity of the book creators alone accounts for the difference in looking at what 
has been lost and what has been gained. My Dog and Ziba feature the refugee experience and the 
narratives end while the protagonists are still displaced, whereas the non-fictional stories see the 
protagonists settled comfortably and successfully in their new country. These differing narrative 
arcs highlight the outsiders’ viewpoint on the plight of the other as opposed to the insiders’ 
celebration of assimilation.  
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 The small number of books under discussion here limit any value in generalising from these 
observations, and I do not wish to engage in a debate about the efficacy or otherwise of outsider 
perspectives. However, I am aware that my analysis assumes that the cooking scene in Ziba, for 
example, is a realistic, traditional representation. As a reader I trust that the book creators, if not 
working from lived experience, research their topics well. The illustrator Robert Ingpen, after all, is 
highly respected and much awarded for his work as both an artist and book illustrator. However, it 
is an Ingpen image in Ziba that is disconcerting enough to make me aware of my presumptions. 
One illustration features a cloud of disembodied, fair-skinned, rosy-cheeked, smiling children’s 
faces floating above the sea, presented as if this is what Ziba is imagining while on the boat. It is 
hard to believe that a traumatised Afghani child would, seeking comfort, conjure images of children 
who look so different to herself, especially as earlier spreads show her attachment to her former life, 
including her olive-skinned cousins. It is also not clear how she would even know what 
“Australian” children look like. This is the only image that jars in this way, but is a reminder to the 
reader that Ziba, as with My Dog, presents the plight of refugees through an Anglo-Australian lens 
that sees the world in a particular way.  
 Although the two other stories to be examined here present insiders’ perspectives in that 
they are non-fictional first person accounts, both are illustrated by white Australians. In The Little 
Refugee, the picture book version of Anh Do’s successful adult memoir The Happiest Refugee, this 
hybridity is significant. The story begins in Vietnam and charts the family’s perilous escape from 
post-war chaos and near-death experiences on the boat trip to Australia. It follows the family’s 
difficulties and Do’s ultimate success in integrating into Australian society. The Australian 
illustrator Bruce Whatley has rendered the Vietnamese protagonist as remarkably Caucasian in 
appearance. The cover features a smiling young boy in neat, pale yellow shirt and blue pants 
looking out with a gesture of invitation to the reader (figure 2.8). He is superimposed over an image 
in muted tones of a dangerously listing, overcrowded boat with storm clouds overhead. No faces are 
discernible on the boat and most of the people have their backs to the viewer. The boy’s skin is 
pinkish and his eyes are round; only his thick, straight dark hair seems to denote his ethnic origins. 
This portrayal continues through the book and even when pictured alongside obviously Caucasian 
characters, Do’s facial features and skin colour do not seem particularly distinctive. I can only 
assume that this is a deliberate strategy by the book creators to diminish the distance between self 
and other that may be promulgated with a more life-like rendition of the author. This illustrative 
style supports the narrative of assimilation whereby the dissolving of distinctiveness, acceptance of 
Australian values and absorption into Australian society are framed as the objective that is reached.  
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Figure	  2.8.	  Cover	  of	  The	  Little	  Refugee	  (Do	  et	  al.).	  
	  
 Food does not feature greatly in this story, but the scant references are pointed. In keeping 
with the assimilationist plot line and style of artwork, the first person narrative point of view aligns 
with an assumed white Australian perspective. From the outset Do accentuates the otherness of 
Vietnam, including its traditional food: “It’s a crazy place – strange food, snakes in bottles, five 
people squashed onto the back of one little motorbike!” The use of the adjectives “strange” and 
“crazy” reveals the distance Do has travelled culturally, arriving at a point where he sees his 
origins, at least in this rendering of his story, as somewhat exotic. This position is maintained 
through the text and towards the end of the book he uses another passing food reference in a line 
that epitomises his personal endeavour to conform. In response to hearing he had achieved ultimate 
acceptance in being made class captain he writes, “I couldn’t believe it! The kid who used to have 
no friends and smelly lunch had become class captain!” Do has a profile as a successful comedian 
in Australia and it is likely that he is adopting an Australian perspective with his tongue firmly in 
his cheek. However, I would suggest that such simplistic and somewhat derogatory descriptors of 
traditional Vietnamese food – “strange” and “smelly” – would unlikely be tolerated if from a non-
Vietnamese writer, although this framing was not considered problematic by the book creators, 
editor, publisher or judges of the various awards in which it was shortlisted.  
 The other food references in this title appear in the section of the story which documents the 
dangerous sea voyage on the overcrowded fishing boat. The conditions on the voyage are dire and 
the refugees encounter pirates before being rescued. The text tells us several times that the people 
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on board are scared, hungry and thirsty. At one stage their food and water supply is ruined by 
stormy seas. There is no specificity in these references, just the generalised words for what is absent 
(“food”, “water”) and consequentially felt (“hungry,” “thirsty”). As with the other refugee stories 
discussed above, as well as Dust (Thompson et al.), the title mentioned earlier which grew out of 
media coverage of the Niger famine, food is survival in these circumstances, stripped back to the 
basic bodily necessity for sustenance: when life is in the balance it is not about what the characters 
eat or even how they eat, but whether there is anything at all to eat. This in itself presents a foreign 
scenario, creating an alignment between hunger and otherness. 
 Hunger is also referenced in The Peasant Prince, although here it is confusingly enmeshed 
with the notion of a happy family. Like The Little Refugee, this is a picture book version of a 
successful adult memoir, in this case Li Cunxin’s Mao’s Last Dancer. Also like Do’s book, the 
story charts a journey from poverty in an Asian village to success in the West. Li’s impetus for 
migration is to pursue a ballet career, and the narrative follows the central character into adulthood, 
ending when Li achieves international success, studying and performing in the USA. To show how 
far Li has travelled in terms of circumstance, the first six spreads are set in the remote village where 
he spent his childhood and detail the hardship the family endured. A key scene shows Li fanning 
the fire while his mother attends to a pot on a basic wood stove. It is just the two of them, “It was 
our special time together.” The reason why this intimacy was special is revealed on the opposite 
page in the image of the family meal. The father and seven boys are sitting on the floor around a 
low table. They are eating with chopsticks out of small bowls and the mother, with a smile on her 
face, is serving portions from a central dish. It is the text that reveals the harsh reality underlying 
the scene: “When we all sat down to eat, we would stare longingly at what little food there was. 
Every night our mother would pray that none of her sons would die from starvation.” The 
incongruity of the stated sentiment and the happy expression on the characters’ faces is perhaps 
designed to disconnect hardship from unhappiness. In The Little Refugee Do does something similar 
when he writes that even though his mum and dad were “very poor” and fourteen members of the 
extended family were crowded into “a tiny three-room house” he was happy because he always had 
lots of playmates.  
 For both Li and Do, extreme poverty is an important aspect of their pasts. Li’s references to 
food preparation and the family meal show how far he has travelled by the end of the story, not only 
in time and space, but also culturally and materially. These references communicate a sense of 
otherness both in relation to ethnicity and in terms of economic status. The eating methods of 
chopsticks and bowls are authentic symbols of Chinese-ness, confirming to a young reader the 
linkage between eating this way and being Chinese. Perhaps the importance of this ethnic identity 
also belongs in the past, with the story culminating in Li’s accomplishment in a Western art form in 
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a Western culture. This defines him in the present, both in terms of the ending of the story where he 
is seen performing to acclaim outside China, and in terms of the way the author identifies himself in 
a biographical note on the back cover which explains that he became the principal dancer for the 
Houston Ballet and later the Australian Ballet. In this way The Peasant Prince can, like The Little 
Refugee, be understood as an assimilationist story. In both titles issues of identity are at the core of 
the story, although this focus is not framed as a celebration or affirmation of cultural 
distinctiveness. Rather, success as measured and acknowledged by Western parameters appear to 
override the primacy of cultural identity.  
 The analyses of all the books in this section show that references to food and food practices 
have two specific and interrelated functions: to help define ethnic identity; and to symbolise a sense 
of home and family that is inextricably linked to that ethnic identity, one that can only exist in the 
past for the characters in the story worlds. In terms of an economy of meaning, I would argue that 
these functions value relationships to food as essential, fundamental, originary – as embodied 
realness. And again, the repeated references to everyday foods and regular meals (or lack of them), 
rather than sweets and discretionary snacks, reinforces this notion of essentialism.  
 
Conclusion	  
The examination of titles in this chapter reveals the repeated use of food references to define 
cultural identity in a variety of ways: by domesticating foreignness with an interplay of the familiar 
and the unfamiliar; by stereotyping as a means of short-hand cultural definition; by symbolising lost 
and longed for home, family and safety; and by signifying authenticity. All the books are reliant on 
selective representations due to the constrained range of storytelling techniques available within the 
confines of the picture book format, yet there is a small cluster of attributes that are reiterated across 
the sample. Character portrayals, illustrative styles and the narrative structures employed depend to 
varying degree on an opposition between a normative self and other. What is of particular interest is 
the repetition of references to the activities of growing, catching, gathering and cooking foods. Of 
the seventeen titles in the corpus that feature non-Anglo characters, twelve make reference to these 
food practices – seventy percent. This is significant in light of the fact that of the titles featuring 
Anglo-Australian characters just thirty-two percent make reference to food production or 
preparation in the text or images. In particular, food preparation activities that involve a child 
character alongside an adult character are almost exclusively the province of stories in non-Anglo 
settings, with only three titles from the corpus depicting a white (Australian) child alongside a 
parent in the kitchen. Two of these position these practices as “other” to the normalised Australian 
reader: one is set in the nineteenth century and one involves a fantastical and impossible range of 
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ingredients.11 One could extrapolate from this a number of interpretations: that food procurement 
and provision are not regarded as significant activities in Australian culture; that home-made foods 
are featured in depictions of non-Anglo cultures because of their novelty factor, i.e. processed and 
pre-prepared foods are more prevalent in Anglo-Australian culture; and that representations of food 
practices concerning production, acquisition and preparation are used by picture book creators as a 
way of signifying cultural authenticity.  
 Given the popularity of television cooking shows (including those involving children) 
together with the consistent presence of cookbooks in bestseller lists, it is difficult to support a 
claim that food preparation is not considered a significant activity in Australia. However, the 
majority of Australians are likely to have little connection with food cultivation and production, 
particularly the sixty-nine percent of the population who live in large cities (ABS “Australian Social 
Trends”). This disconnection between food items and their origins would be similar in other urban 
populations around the world, including non-Anglo populations. It is worth noting, therefore, that 
all but two of the non-Anglo stories situate the characters in non-urban settings. The exceptions are 
Do’s family in The Little Refugee, who journey from “otherness” in a Vietnamese rural village to 
integration in an Australian city, and the portrayal of the Turkish neighbour as a grower of food in 
an urban environment in That’s Not a Daffodil. I would argue that there is an unintended coupling 
here of non-Anglo and non-urban, accentuating the differences between the normalised self and 
other.  
 This leads to the second extrapolation, that home-made foods are set in binary opposition to 
processed and pre-prepared foods aligning with the divide between non-Anglo and Anglo cultures. 
Certainly the non-Anglo cultures depicted in the books examined here include scant reference to 
processed and pre-prepared foods whereas these foods are commonly referenced in Australian 
picture books. As discussed earlier, Mirror exemplifies this divide with its juxtaposition of 
Australian and Moroccan meals. In the Australian story there is the packet of cereal and bottle of 
labelled orange juice in the breakfast scene, a billboard for a chocolate bar in one of the cityscapes, 
and the dinner of home-delivered, take-away food. In contrast, the Moroccan meals feature home-
made food from home-grown produce and tended animals. The only reference to processed food in 
the Moroccan narrative is the cameo appearance of the container of orange juice, noted earlier. 
While such explicit differences between the Australian and Moroccan diet serve a narrative 
purpose, they are based on cultural particularities and are employed within a framework of realistic 
representation. Hence, it may indeed be the case that the coupling of food cultivation and 
                                                
11 Lizzie Nonsense (Ormerod) is set in the nineteenth century Australian bush. Crocodile Cake (Morgan and 
Nixon) involves the cooking of a monstrous cake. The third title, Seven More Sleeps (Wild and Rawlins), 
shows a young child helping mum make a cake. 
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production with cultures construed as other connotes the converse for the self, suggesting an 
unexamined assumption that the commodification of foods signifies Australianness. The increased 
consumption of “convenience” foods is certainly a recognised trend in Australia and the UK and 
considered to follow trends in the USA (Ashley et al. 134).  
 Related to this alignment of non-Anglo with home-made foods is the coupling of non-Anglo 
with what the Australian Dietary Guidelines call “everyday” foods – fruit, vegetables, cereals, meat, 
dairy – as opposed to “discretionary” foods high in salt, fat, sugar, alcohol (NHMRC, “Australian 
Dietary Guidelines”). All of the food references used to define non-Anglo ethnicity and racial 
distinctiveness involve savoury, everyday foods such as vegetables, grains, bread and meat, apart 
from a reference to sweetening water with bush honey in Corroboree. This is despite the overall 
prevalence of sugar-rich foods in the corpus, noted in the previous chapter and explored in detail in 
Chapter 6, a finding reinforced by the repeated references to sugar-rich and processed foods in 
books consciously presenting iconic Australianness such as lamingtons, pavlovas and Vegemite, as 
noted earlier in this chapter. There is a groundedness in home-made foods: they provide core 
sustenance and nourishment. I would suggest that the activities of growing, collecting, cooking and 
eating savoury, unprocessed foods, can be seen in the corpus as integral to representations of non-
Anglo identity, indicating an assumption that non-Anglo characters embody a type of integrated 
authenticity.  
 This leads to the third interpretation which speaks to a deeper connection between food and 
culture. The analyses here show that in all the categories discussed, there is a strong association 
between non-Anglo cultures and food as wellbeing, a sense of home, a sense of place, a shared 
bond between family/group members. This indicates a correlation between non-Anglo food 
practices and a closeness to the earth, an essentialism. In effect, this is an implicit type of othering 
that works in concert with the explicit modes of differentiation across the titles. This correlation 
points to an unexamined assumption embedded in contemporary Australian picture books that these 
relationships to food indicate a cultural authenticity that is distinct from the normalised Australian 
culture. The key point is that Australian book creators in the early twenty-first century are 
representing rituals of food production and preparation and the consumption of home-cooked foods 
as aligned with non-Anglo cultures. (References to Anglo-Australian characters sharing meals are 
scant by comparison, as explored in Chapter 4.) By extension, the core activities of growing, 
gathering and cooking everyday foods become predominantly the domain of those positioned as 
other in the economy of meaning within the picture book world.  
 The effect of this alignment can be understood on the one hand to assign the value of 
integrated authenticity to non-Anglo characters and cultures, and on the other to assign the value of 
otherness to the food practices of production and preparation with which non-Anglo characters 
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engage. While the latter may be an unintended byproduct of storytelling modes that draw on 
metaphor, symbolism and short-hand methods of signification such as stereotyping to shape a 
version of reality that is not an exact translation of the world beyond the page, both have 
implications by association in terms of values assigned to the normalised self. These values are 
manifest in different contexts in different ways, offering insights into embedded assumptions about 
place, gender, family dynamics and personal dispositions, as explored in the chapters that follow. 
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Chapter	  3	  
Food	  as	  sense	  of	  place	  
 
Setting is a key element in fictional narratives. It grounds the characters, and the reader, in a 
physical place and time and contributes to the establishment of atmosphere and mood (Gusoff 157). 
In picture books for young children, illustrations are the primary means of conveying setting, 
providing detail and nuance that text is unable to communicate, due in part to the necessity of 
limited word counts and language restrictions. The most common settings in Australian picture 
books are domestic interiors, suburban exteriors, urban streetscapes and rural landscapes, followed 
by bushland/desert, or beach/seaside. Less frequent settings include schools, boats and shop 
interiors (such as a supermarket, hair salon or pizzeria). Often there is a range of settings in the one 
story following the trajectory of the characters as they move through different locations. The 
depiction of setting functions “ideationally” (Painter et al. 78) to provide the physical environment 
in which the characters act as well as a contextual reference in which the fictional world can be 
comprehended. Cues as to how characters may relate to each other and to the world around them 
can be found in pictorial representations of settings, as will be explored in this chapter.  
 Sometimes, usually in books featuring anthropomorphised animals and fantastical elements, 
the nature of the setting is not definitively linked to a recognisable real-world environment. The 
majority of titles in the corpus, however, have distinctive settings, and in this chapter I focus on 
texts featuring the most common ones: domestic interiors, urban streetscapes and rural landscapes. 
Food-related depictions, most of them incidental, help establish a sense of place in these books, 
indicating that certain foods, food practices and food-related objects are paradigmatic of certain 
places. For example, fruit bowls and cups of tea or coffee are frequently found in domestic settings; 
illustrations of urban streetscapes usually include signage for food outlets; and vegetable gardens or 
other forms of food production are a common feature in stories that take place in rural 
environments. While these associations between food and setting may seem obvious and 
unexceptional, in this chapter I argue that food representations act as visual cues to not only indicate 
place but also to signify assumed cultural norms and values concerning relationships to food, as 
well as the adult–child dynamic that may be required to navigate the represented setting. This is in 
line with the idea that setting is “more than mere background, but an element that contributes to 
making a character act in a particular way” (Stephens, Language and Ideology 209).  
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 Perry Nodelman suggests that objects become meaningful “through the contexts they evoke, 
which relate them to our general knowledge and experience of life, of literature, and of visual art” 
(Words About Pictures 101). While as readers we bring to the reading event prior knowledge, 
picture books also present versions of the world that directly inform that knowledge. As texts that 
enculturate as well as entertain, they are imbued with “assumed social structures and habits of 
thought” (Stephens, Language and Ideology 9), sometimes consciously, but always as a result of 
being cultural artefacts. These values and conventions are literally made visible in the artwork in 
picture books: “Just as we unconsciously represent our attitudes and values in our everyday actions, 
speech, facial expression and body language, so do illustrators in the way they represent the world 
in picture books” (Anstey and Bull 189). Close examination of these representations shows that the 
repetition of particular types of food depictions in certain contexts embeds cultural assumptions 
about the alignment of food practices to different settings. In this way, certain objects and 
references become visual cues to young readers to signify place, and to signify particular meanings 
about place.  
 Understanding what a visual cue or sign represents is recognised as a normal aspect of a 
child’s developing perception with the comprehension of context from “reduced cues” being a 
marker of psychological development (Jersild). In writing about the ways in which young children 
make picture book worlds real by mastering the idea of representation, Whalen-Levitt suggests that 
the “inclination of very young children to focus on objects, to name, to catalogue and take inventory 
of pictures is a vital sign of their developing ‘symbolic consciousness’” (22). The term “object” is 
readily understood as referring to a thing we can see and touch and applies to discrete items such as 
an apple, a sign, a piece of litter or a fruit tree. We don’t usually think of a vegetable garden or field 
of crops as an object per se, although these are, in effect, a collective of individual items forming a 
single larger object. The discussion of objects in this chapter encompasses these larger, collective 
references as they serve the same role as individual items in picture book illustrations in terms of 
establishing setting.  
 Nodelman claims that “objects in pictures become meaningful in relation to the extent to 
which we notice them and single them out for special attention” (Words About Pictures 101). There 
are two ideas in this claim that I would like to interrogate. Firstly, it is not clear who the “we” refers 
to here: child readers, adult readers, academic researchers? As discussed in Chapter 1, picture books 
are designed for a dual audience – young children and adults – and we cannot assume that children 
“read” picture books the same way that adults read them. Reader response and eye movement 
studies highlight the fact that, unsurprisingly, children pay little or no attention to the text on a page, 
focussing on the illustrations (Evans and Saint Aubin; Shapiro et al.; Yaden et al.). Children can 
pore over a single image and spend much more time examining it than it takes to read the 
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accompanying text aloud. David Lewis notes that in an increasingly visually saturated world, 
children’s competency in reading images in the twenty-first century is at a higher level than 
previous generations. As a result, he suggests that children’s readings of picture books may “differ 
in interesting ways from those made by parents, teachers, critics and academics” (69). It is thus 
problematic to assume that what an adult reader or academic researcher “notices” on the page is the 
same thing that a young child notices. This makes it difficult to assert that certain objects in a 
picture book illustration are imbued with meaning because they are noticed and others are not.  
 This leads to the second issue I have with Nodelman’s claim concerning the meaningfulness 
of objects that we “notice.” While I do not disagree that objects that we notice carry meaning, I 
would contend that it is not only the things that we single out for “special attention” (whatever that 
may be) that become meaningful; incidental depictions of objects, even those that we do not linger 
over as readers/viewers, can be rendered meaningful by the frequency with which they are 
contextualised in similar ways. Images of everyday objects that are found repeatedly across 
different texts by different book creators indicate something “normal,” particularly those that do not 
draw specific attention to themselves due to placement on the page, size and use of colour. The 
ordinariness of such repeated objects, I suggest, makes them no less meaningful than those that 
attract our special attention.  
 The normalised, everyday object connotes a socially constructed cultural value which 
carries meaning not only about the object itself, but about relationships with that object and the 
contexts in which it appears. Everyday objects are common in picture books, with visual detail 
serving to enrich the veracity of a scene. Rita Felski argues that the concern with the everyday 
across a range of disciplines in the humanities is best understood as “a way of rendering 
macrocultural systems meaningful and intelligible by translating them into manageable structures of 
sense on a human scale” (“Introduction” 618). I would suggest that this rendering of macrocultural 
systems as meaningful is a key intent of illustrations in picture books for young children. In this 
way everyday objects become cues for certain contexts and signify a range of values and 
relationships that arise from the prevailing culture.  
 Before examining the small range of food-related objects that are repeatedly used in the 
corpus to signify types of places, I want to return to the idea of the interplay between the ordinary 
and the extraordinary. Felski notes that while literature is “often passionately interested in the 
ordinary,” it “tries to redeem the everyday by rescuing it from its opacity, de-familiarising it and 
making us newly attentive to its mysteries” (Doing Time 26). The process of “magnifying and 
refracting taken-for-granted minutiae” (26) that Felski recognises in novels for adults also takes 
place in texts for young children. Further, this concept of magnifying the ordinary for narrative 
purposes is similar to the notion of exaggeration or foregrounding that Lesley Stern identifies as 
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part of a tendency in film to dramatise the quotidian. Films, like picture books, predominantly rely 
on the visual to convey the narrative, and Stern’s analysis suggests that cinema “has always had a 
curiosity about the quotidian, a desire to scrutinize and capture the rhythms and nuances of 
everyday life” (324). I would argue that picture book creators share the same curiosity and desire. 
In her study of the cinematic treatment of objects and gestures Stern outlines the interplay of the 
ordinary and extraordinary of “cinematically destined” objects such as cigarettes:  
On the one hand they are almost ubiquitous and therefore unimportant; we do not 
generally notice them as objects, they are merely there, quotidian things, part of the 
mise-en-scène, part of the gestural modality of the movie world. And yet, on the other 
hand, precisely because of this reticence they contain great power, the power or potential 
to mark out, first, cultural mores, rituals of exchange, the habitus that in day-to-day 
living goes unnoticed; and second, to shape movie conventions, to shape the gestural 
idiolects of particular actors, genres, dramatic configurations. (343-344) 
 If we replace “movie” world/conventions with “picture book” world/conventions and 
“actors” with “characters,” Stern could be writing about a class of “textually destined” objects 
found in picture books such as fruit bowls, food signage and advertising, food-related litter, cups of 
tea or coffee, and rows of vegetables and crops in rural gardens and fields. A consideration of these 
representations as signifiers of place draws attention to how places are socially constructed not only 
by acts of design, building and regulation, but, as cultural geographers recognise, by the norms, 
values and meanings that are invested in them (Kraftle and Horton 272). Thus the representations of 
foods, food-related objects and food practices in picture books become not only signifiers of place 
but also signifiers of cultural codes related to those places.  
 The influential French philosopher Henri Lefebvre put forward a model of the production of 
space involving three interrelated ideas: spatial practice, daily rhythms and activities; 
representations of space, spaces planned and mapped out by government and professionals; and 
representational spaces, the experience of particular places (33-40). In Lefebvrian terms, picture 
book settings are representational space, that is, they are imaginative interpretations of the space of 
everyday life. Doreen Massey takes Lefebvre’s ideas further, proposing that space is constituted 
through interactions, a coming together of natural and cultural trajectories, always under 
construction (9, 149). “Space and place,” she claims, “emerge through active material practices” 
whereby our actions alter space and participate in its continuing production (118). Food 
representations in picture books support Massey’s conception of place as “a constellation of 
processes rather than a thing” (141) by aligning certain places with different food practices and 
different parameters for adult–child relations. For example, food-related signage and litter in urban 
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scenes create a sense of the city as a place where ready-to-eat foods are widely available, and where 
food is consumed in public spaces. This referencing of economic exchange and consumption in turn 
signifies the city as a place requiring adult negotiation. 
 Before teasing out these propositions in terms of domestic, urban and rural contexts, a note 
about the terms “space” and “place.” In the fields of philosophy and geography there are a variety 
of definitions delineating the two that tend towards the Heideggerian dialectic of space as 
unbounded and place as fixed. Within this framework, “space becomes place through its association 
with meaning and (usually long-term) inhabitation” (Kraftle and Horton 269). In picture books, 
images of settings are necessarily fixed and given meaning as part of a narrative. Although they 
may represent unbounded spaces in terms of rural landscapes, for example, they are always 
bounded by the page and, aside from the few texts featuring wildlife in wilderness settings, they are 
linked with individual and social interventions, often food related, that give the space/place a 
particular connotation and value. This leads me to favour the term “place” when considering picture 
book representations of settings and “space” when considering theoretical conceptualisations of 
settings. 
 
The	  Domestic	  Context	  	  
Food features widely in domestic scenes found in the corpus serving different purposes in different 
contexts. Many food depictions are related to social and familial interactions including food 
preparation, meal and snack rituals. Here, however, I am interested in exploring how food items are 
used by writers and illustrators to signify a sense of home and how these items connote social 
values, focussing on two quotidian objects: the fruit bowl and the tea/coffee cup. The presence of 
perishable food and hot drinks in a scene suggest that the space is inhabited, even when no human 
or anthropomorphised character is visible, and these two particular everyday objects when 
positioned in domestic scenes carry the cultural connotations of homeliness, nourishment and 
safety. We typically associate the domestic sphere with intimacy, wellbeing and love, emotions that 
can be thought of as qualities of relation rather than as adhering to a subject (Game and Metcalfe 
44). In picture books, these relations are often configured as part of everyday routines involving 
everyday objects and activities, making and re-making the domestic space as a site of quotidian 
interrelations. Understanding the everyday and learning how to negotiate it is a fundamental part of 
early childhood development and an examination of the incidental depictions of fruit bowls and 
cups of tea and coffee draws attention to the role picture books play in this development. These 
texts expose readers to the lived processes of routinisation that Felski sees as intrinsic to 
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everydayness (Doing Time 31) and “the habitus that in day-to-day living goes unnoticed” (Stern 
343-344).  
 Turning first to the fruit bowl, in the corpus there are twenty-two references across nineteen 
titles to bowls with apples, oranges, bananas, pears, cherries, pineapple or strawberries, varying in 
illustrative styles and clarity of identification. They sit on side tables in lounge rooms, on dining 
and kitchen tables and on kitchen benches. Almost all of the depictions are incidental with the fruit 
bowl just one of a number of items in a scene, and no attention drawn to it in the text. The 
exceptions are an illustration in Too Many Pears (French and Whatley) where a bowl of pears sits 
prominently alongside a box of flour, mixing bowl and block of butter, with the text referring to 
pear pie; and one page in Millie (Marsden and Rippin) where the text points to the title character 
having blamed her baby brother for the disappearance of the cherries from the fruit bowl. The 
illustration shows Millie at a table with a big grin on her face, a smear of red on her chin. Her baby 
brother is beside her in a high chair with a bemused expression, a large empty bowl in front of 
them. This is, notably, the only instance where the fruit bowl is directly referred to in the text, and 
the only depiction of one that is empty. Even in the pear pie scene, which is framed in the narrative 
to suggest that the pear pie has already been cooked (it is visible in the illustration), the bowl is 
filled with fruit.  
 While an empty or near empty fruit bowl would indicate consumption some time in the past, 
a full bowl points to the future possibility of appetite and satiation, signifying plenty – food is 
readily available and accessible. It is, quite literally, there for the taking. Of course, we know that 
fruit bowls are never always full, but the normalised idea of a fruit bowl, the one we conjure in our 
minds when we think about a bowl of fruit, is one brimming with a variety of fresh produce. The 
potency of this ideal was highlighted in 2005 with the reaction to a press photograph of former 
Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard, then an aspirant to the leadership of the Australian Labor 
Party, in her spotless, “lifeless” kitchen (Hornery and Malkin). Criticism drew attention to the bare 
walls and absence of personal touches, but focussed on the empty fruit bowl on the kitchen table 
which was seen to be a signifier of a lack of homeliness and even infertility. The Australian 
newspaper claimed it translated “in the public consciousness as symbolic of a single career woman” 
(“29 Moments”), and one parliamentary colleague derisively called her “deliberately barren” soon 
after the photograph’s publication (Tovey).  
 Aside from the symbolic significances, there are pragmatic reasons for representing a bowl 
with fruit visible over the rim in a picture book. A vessel containing a variety of coloured shapes 
creates a strong visual element with a multiplicity of lines and shading; and if the point of view 
renders the bowl at the viewer’s eye level or below, no contents would be visible at all if the fruit 
did not peak over the edge. In The Runaway Hug (Bland and Blackwood), the same fruit bowl on 
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the kitchen bench is depicted in two different illustrations, the first from a child’s perspective 
looking slightly up at the bowl which appears stacked high with fruit, and the second, two spreads 
later, a bird’s-eye view looking down on the bowl which no longer seems quite so bountiful.  
 What is of interest here is that design considerations can shape unintended meanings. 
Nodelman notes that objects are meaningful in the context of the “network of connotations we 
attach to them,” suggesting that these connotations will be shaped by cultural assumptions about the 
ideas and values the object represents (Words About Pictures 9). The full fruit bowl, brimming with 
colour and shape, becomes attached to a notion of home that subscribes to conventional ideals of 
wellbeing, safety and comfort; home as a place where we will be nourished, protected and cared for. 
This concept of home was discussed in the previous chapter in relation to food representations in 
refugee stories; in My Dog (Heffernan and McLean), a crowded fruit bowl is foregrounded on the 
dining table in the scene that represents the sense of safe and secure home that is about to be lost 
(figure 2.7). 
 The possibility of nourishment that a bowl of fruit offers is not necessarily grounded in 
practice in the stories. Rarely is there a suggestion in the narratives that the fruit will be eaten. In 
only three of the books are characters depicted having eaten, in the act of eating, or about to eat fruit 
from the bowl, including Millie and Too Many Pears referred to above. There is a separation here 
between possibility and practice with the fresh fruit a “thing” detached from human engagement. 
Apart from the visual design elements mentioned, the material particularity of a piece of fruit 
contributes to its “thing power,” to return to Jane Bennett’s terminology introduced in Chapter 1. 
Whole fruit does not often need to be protected from the ambient atmosphere and so is one of the 
few edible items in our homes that can be kept out of the refrigerator or pantry. In a tidy kitchen 
bearing no signs of activity, fruit is often the only food visible, confirming it as a place of recent 
and future action.  
 The final page of the bestselling Diary of a Wombat (French and Whatley), for example, 
shows a cross-section of part of the home in which the story family live (figure 3.1). It is the first 
illustration of the interior of the house. Told from Mothball the wombat’s point of view, the diary 
gives a daily account of her single-minded quest to eat, preferably carrots. After wreaking havoc in 
the garden and disrupting outdoor family activities, the story finishes with a night-time scene of 
peace and harmony. Upstairs the mother and father are sleeping, the mother’s smiling face turned 
towards the viewer. Downstairs all is neat and tidy in the kitchen – pots and pans are hanging from 
a rack, storage tins are arranged in height order, a container of utensils sits next to the stove and two 
bowls of fruit rest on the bench. Under the house in a burrow Mothball is curled up contentedly 
asleep. The details in the scene work together to create a sense of wellbeing and order. After 
mangling the door mat, taking a dust bath by the barbeque, chewing a hole in the back door and 
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raiding the shopping bags in the car, Mothball finally is not causing any trouble. Everything is in its 
place, including the two fruit bowls.  
 
 
Figure	  3.1.	  Final	  page	  of	  Diary	  of	  a	  Wombat	  (French	  and	  Whatley).	  
	  
 The tidy night kitchen as a symbol of domestic wellbeing can also be found in Come Down, 
Cat! (Hartnett and Masciullo). Here, as with Diary of a Wombat, the kitchen in the quiet of the 
night, clean and ordered, conveys a sense of calm. In this narrative of friendship and courage the 
kitchen is a site of safety and security, a place of refuge for the central characters. Nicholas 
dramatically retrieves his scared, howling cat from the roof one rainy night, and after the valiant 
rescue Nicholas is shown sitting on the kitchen floor, leaning against the cupboards, with the cat 
wrapped in a towel on his lap. The colours are warm and muted, giving the kitchen a soft glow. The 
hint of a fire in the neighbouring lounge room is visible past the kitchen wall, suggesting that 
Nicholas’s parents have not yet retired for the evening (they do not appear in the narrative). On the 
bench counter above Nicholas is a fruit bowl, seen from below, with bananas and round fruit 
visible. Once again, the fruit is the only trace of food, a detail contributing to a sense of the space as 
protective and nurturing. As in Diary of a Wombat, the bowl of fruit does not create a picture of 
domestic wellbeing on its own; it is one element in scenes made up of other carefully chosen details 
providing “circumstantial meaning” (Painter et al. 78. 
 The idea of a nourishing, nurturing home is not always represented as an ordered one. In 
The Runaway Hug, introduced earlier in relation to seeing the fruit bowl from differing angles, the 
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family home is busy with activity and the rooms and hallways display the evidence of the day’s 
doings – discarded clothes, used crockery, neglected toys, half-eaten food, cupboard doors ajar. 
This is not a lifestyle-magazine version of the family home in sterile tidiness, but a well-used, 
slightly chaotic space that most likely approximates many Australian homes, particularly those with 
young children. The story follows Lucy as she “borrows” her mum’s last hug for the day and then 
shares it with her siblings, her father and the dog before giving it back to her mother. The 
illustrations, with loose, sketchy lines and visible watercolour brushstrokes contribute to the mood 
of messiness and are rich with detail. On one page Lucy seeks out her baby sister playing on the 
floor just outside the kitchen with a bottle of sauce (or honey?) and a banana. Visible through the 
opening to the kitchen is a bowl piled high with bananas, apples and oranges, the brightly coloured 
fruit drawing the viewer’s attention as the remainder of the kitchen is in muted blues, greys and 
light brown. Aside from the banana by the baby, in the same illustration a green apple with a bite 
out of it can be seen abandoned in the hallway not far from the kitchen. This is the last of the three 
books that references the eating of fresh fruit, although the link to the fruit bowl is perhaps only 
made with close scrutiny.  
 The fruit bowl in all of the titles studied is one element in a visually realised domestic 
setting where the fictional world is made readily available to the reader through carefully selected 
detail. The cup of tea or coffee is another of the “textually destined” objects prevalent in domestic 
scenes in picture books, found in thirty-five titles in the corpus. (A further eight titles include 
references to tea and coffee, but these depictions are not used as indicators of a domestic setting.) 
The cup or mug, either full or empty, is, I suggest, a marker of the presence of adults, thus 
contributing to a sense of safety and security in terms of a young child’s world. The visual 
references to tea or coffee drinking vary across the corpus in terms of prominence and weight, yet 
all serve to create a sense of family that involves the comfort and care of adults.  
 In Mutt Dog (King), there is a visual reference to a homeless man and child huddled under a 
stairway. A tenuous sense of safety is conveyed by their boiling billy.12 The child, wrapped in a 
blanket, is clutching a mug, a detail that serves to soften the intensity of the man’s haunted look and 
to create a quasi-domestic space in a public place. Times are tough, but comfort can be found in a 
hot beverage; the idea of home can be enacted by the homeless. Such images are rare in the corpus 
with most books depicting comfortable middle-class, nuclear families. For example, a steaming hot 
beverage, its temperature indicated by a wisp of white, is visible in one scene in Emma Quay’s 
Shrieking Violet (figure 3.2). The character of the mother is sitting on a couch holding the hot drink 
on her thigh, keeping watch over her children as one plays and one sleeps. The image bleeds off the 
double-page spread in such a way that the mother’s torso is not visible, but her bright, contrasting 
                                                
12 A billy is a lightweight metal bucket, with a handle, used for boiling water on a campfire or camp stove. 
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clothes draw the viewer’s gaze to that corner of the picture, the green mug prominent in her lap. 
Whereas in most of the stories the cup of tea or coffee is an accompaniment to other activities such 
as working, reading and socialising, in this image, the mother appears to be doing nothing else other 
than sitting with a steaming drink, watching the children.  
 
 
Figure	  3.2.	  From	  Shrieking	  Violet	  (Quay).	  
	  
 Perhaps cups of tea and coffee in domestic settings not only mark adult presence per se, but 
indicate a particular temporality, slowing time – if adults are drinking a hot beverage, they are not 
coming or going, they are staying where they are for a period of time. If, on the other hand, the cup 
is empty but visible, this connotes the trace of past parental presence and suggests their return in the 
future. For example, in Dimity Dumpty (Graham), an empty cup sits on the kitchen table in several 
images where Dimity and her brother are in the family trailer home without their parents. The cup 
and saucer is tiny in the scene with the whole trailer (a converted half-dozen egg carton) visible in 
its outdoor setting. Later in the story the parents do indeed return and cups of tea are imbibed. 
Commonplace objects like the cup and saucer provide the atypical home with verisimilitude. 
 This function whereby a cup of tea or coffee in a scene serves to normalise the fantastical, is 
also found in My Uncle’s Donkey (Riddle). The title character is profiled for the reader with each 
page showing in text and images the donkey’s likes, dislikes, routines and habits. While 
anthropomorphised animal characters are common in picture books, it is the absurdity of the donkey 
as a pet animal allowed in the house that gives the story its tone. Although the whole book is set in 
the (human) uncle’s home, the illustrations contain minimal detail of settings; circumstantiation is 
largely absent. One page contains the text, “My uncle’s donkey has a favourite chair.” The 
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accompanying image shows the donkey sitting cross-legged in an arm chair reading the newspaper. 
A red and white striped mug is on a small table beside him. Chair, newspaper, table and mug work 
together to normalise the scene. Its humour relies on the viewer understanding that the donkey is 
pictured in an everyday, adult set-up. The numerous references to adult characters in other picture 
books sitting comfortably, reading a book or newspaper, with a cup of tea or coffee on hand 
confirm that this as an ordinary activity, made extraordinary here by the juxtaposition of the 
fantastical. 
 In different ways, as the above analyses show, the fruit bowl and the cup of tea/coffee are 
paradigmatic of domestic space in picture books, signifying home as a place of nourishment, safety 
and comfort. These objects, in their material particularity and in their cultural connotations, suggest 
material practices: adult care and presence (or the promise of return), and the attendant security of 
needs being met in the domestic sphere. Neither the fruit bowl as a setting prop nor the hot beverage 
as an indicator of adult presence speak to the eating practices of children. They do, however, show 
that food references can carry meaning even when they are represented as incidental details within 
the fabric of scene setting. They also support Doreen Massey’s proposition that place, here 
constituted as fictional settings, is a product of interrelations. In the domestic sphere, these picture-
book interrelations largely involve family members. When the focus shifts to urban spaces, from the 
private to the public, broader social and economic concerns come into play.  
 
The	  Urban	  Context	  	  
Urban environments, whether large cities or small towns, are places predominantly marked by 
consumption. The physical evidence for this lies in the prevalence of signage promoting products 
and outlets; the high number of shops, cafés, restaurants and other places where people spend 
money (such as cinemas); and the presence of litter, the detritus that results from packaging 
associated with consumption. These markers of the urban context are widely used in picture books, 
often with a focus on food. In the corpus, references to food-related signage, take-away food 
outlets, cafés and grocery stores, as well as discarded bottles or food wrappers can be found in 
twenty-seven stories with urban settings. The weight given to these food references varies between 
titles depending on placement, illustrative style, focalisation, relationship to text and role in the 
narrative, yet the frequency of these depictions indicates that an assumed alignment between urban 
spaces and the buying and consuming of food outside the domestic sphere is embedded in these 
books. I argue that these representations construct a visual iconography of the urban environment, 
even when critiquing the city as a site of consumption. 
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 Food signage and take-away food outlets play a key role in defining the cityscape in four 
books analysed here: Reggie, Queen of the Street (Barbalet and McLean), In My Backyard (Hilton 
and Spudvilas), Belonging (Baker) and Herman and Rosie (Gordon). Sense of place and belonging 
featuring an urban setting is a central theme in each of these books. The title character of Reggie, 
Queen of the Street, a small white and ginger dog, is bereft when her childless owners move from 
their home in the city to the surrounding hills. (In one of the early scenes in the book where the 
comfortable city home that Reggie loves is depicted, a full fruit bowl sits on the table.) One night 
Reggie decides to go back to find the children in her street who used to play with her and, using her 
sense of smell, heads to the city navigating unfamiliar streets until she eventually locates her old 
house. She finds that it is in the process of being demolished. It is home no more, so she forlornly 
sets off back towards the hills.  
 As Reggie begins the long trek home we see her on the crest of a hill following a road that 
leads out of town towards the top of the right-hand page, the dark hills visible in the distance. The 
reader is positioned as if on the busy road a little behind Reggie. It is painted in a loose style with 
headlights and brake lights more distinct than the shape of the vehicles. The most eye-catching 
element of the illustration is the large, free-standing billboard in the centre of the spread with the 
word “CAFE” in thick white capital letters against a red background. To the right of that is a 
smaller sign on a building that says “EAT.” These are the only easily readable words in the 
illustration. Reggie herself has her head down; she is not looking at the scene the viewers have 
before them. Pre-literate children may not be able to read the signage and there is no reference to 
them in the text. It is possible that an older reader would read the signs aloud, either by way of 
exploring the image or in response to a younger child’s curiosity, but they are largely visual 
elements rather than textual elements, and as such, they play a key role in creating the sense of the 
city at night. 
 On the following page Reggie is continuing to trudge home, now the focal element of the 
image (figure 3.3). Two prominent signs atop the take-away food shop for “PIZZA” and “FOOD” 
sit under the text: “After a long time, she began to think about her dinner still sitting in her own 
special bowl. Then she could think of nothing except walking.” The eye tracks the text, signage and 
the dog from top left to bottom right, following the direction Reggie is headed. As in the earlier 
image, the food signage attracts the attention of the viewer due to the large bold font (making the 
text on the signs larger than the text of the story), and the brightness of the signs’ white 
backgrounds against the muted greys and browns. Once again the words on the signs may not be 
intelligible to a young viewer, although if read aloud may provoke a visceral response that echoes 
Reggie’s desire for her special bowl of food. 
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Figure	  3.3.	  From	  Reggie,	  Queen	  of	  the	  Street	  (Barbalet	  and	  McLean).	  
	  
The image affirms the idea of the city as a place where food is always available for purchase, and 
offers a basic level of association between the text (which communicates Reggie’s hunger) and the 
illustration (featuring “pizza” and “food”), although it is the food provided by her owners which is 
desired, with the special bowl signifying home itself. It is not till dawn, tired and hungry that she 
arrives at the new house. That afternoon she discovers the street alive with children who are happy 
to play with her and once again is queen of the street.  
 Food signage also features in the book In My Backyard, promoted in the peritext as “a 
celebration of city life” (Hilton and Spudvilas). The illustrations dominate the text, exploring, as the 
back cover blurb says, the “dazzling lights, sounds and noises, shapes and patterns, buildings and 
structures” that form the playground for three inner-city children. The minimal text, sometimes as 
little as four words on a spread, describe the cityscape in figurative language, following what the 
children see, hear and do over the course of the day. The images, painted in oils on canvas, are rich 
in colour and vibrant with energy, depicting action and movement. Different types of signage 
appear in seven of the fifteen spreads, all including text of some sort in varying degrees of 
readability (in terms of clarity of font). The first busy street scene shows the narrator, a young boy 
with Asian features, swinging around a parking sign in front of a bakery. Behind him a man is 
sweeping the pavement and another cleaning the bakery windows. A cement truck is driving past, 
partly obscuring the neighbouring shop, although enough of the signage is visible for a competent 
reader to identify “Flo’s CAFE” on the window and “TAKE-AWAY” on the awning.  
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 The boy meets up with his friends and we see them run down stairways, scream and shout 
under the railway bridge, rest against a brick wall covered in advertising posters, run through the 
streets and ride on a bus. In this last image, the children’s faces are visible looking out of the back 
window of the bus in a crowded street scene. The reader is positioned across the road from a row of 
shops. There are two readable shop awnings, one for a hair salon and one saying “EAT IN – TAKE 
AWAY,” with diners at outdoor tables. The children head to their respective homes and we see the 
narrator through the window at night time, his building butting up to the bakery, which can be 
identified by the words on the building fascia: “HOT BREAD – OPEN 7 DAYS” and the partially 
visible word “BAKERY.”  
 What is striking in this book is that the signage is mostly positioned at the very edges of the 
images and often not fully visible. In some cases certain letters are obscured, in others only the top 
or bottom half of the word is visible, rendering the script unintelligible to all but fluent readers. A 
single golden arch at the edge of the image of the city at night could be seen simply as a yellow 
curved line or could be understood as the partial representation of the iconic McDonalds logo. This 
type of cropping may be the illustrator’s intent, with no more image available, or the designer’s 
decision, fine-tuning the image size and position to suit the placement of text or the look and feel of 
the page. Either way it suggests the continuation of this type of cityscape beyond the confines of the 
page. It also recreates the sense of the city as a layered, crowded visual field with disruptions to 
clear lines of sight. Further, it playfully positions text as a code that can be deciphered even if not 
fully revealed. The only time in the book that signage is given a prominent place and is clearly 
readable is the neon “Flo’s CAFE” in the penultimate spread (figure 3.4).  
 
 
Figure	  3.4.	  From	  In	  My	  Backyard	  (Hilton	  and	  Spudvilas).	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The image is largely an array of street lights, car lights, building lights and signage. Very few 
structures are distinct. The scant text on the page sits under the image, under the café sign: 
“flashing, blinking, sending messages.” For readers who have been paying close attention, this is a 
marker of place, for the narrator lives two doors down from Flo’s Café, next to the bakery.  
 The ubiquity of food signage comes to the fore in Jeannie Baker’s Belonging, a wordless 
picture book with collaged images featuring the changing view from a bedroom window of an 
inner-city terrace over time. (Baker’s title Mirror was examined in the previous chapter.) In the first 
spread a young couple is seen through the window bringing home their newborn baby girl. Small 
objects visible in the room around the window reveal that the girl is two years older in each 
subsequent spread, with the final image showing the twenty-four year-old holding a baby of her 
own. The book invites viewers to notice the things that change in each scene, and the things that 
stay the same, as the urban setting gradually becomes greener. From the window the reader looks 
out over the backyard to the buildings on the other side of the street and also down a busy road to 
industrial and high-rise buildings in the distance. Each image is packed with detail, with different 
objects and characters appearing and disappearing over the years. Signage is prominent in the early 
pages. In the first spread there is much to read outside the window, including a giant hot air balloon 
advertising the “Grand Opening” of a used-car yard, a Coca Cola billboard, a Pizza Hut outlet with 
the name on the awning and a stand-alone sign, a corner “Take Away” shop with advertising at the 
front for ice creams and Coca Cola, and a sign for “BRB Smash Repairs.” Over the course of the 
book the signage changes as businesses come and go and spaces are given over to different usages.  
 The story illustrates what cities could look like if people in urban environments took action 
to increase their connection with nature. In drawing attention to how people can shape their 
environments, it begins with a version of the urban landscape that would be considered normal but 
unattractive, dominated by signage, and it ends with a lush, verdant cityscape with half of the “Used 
Cars” awning the only signage visible amidst the greenery. However, two signs are noticeably 
stable in the midst of the changing environment. The Coca Cola billboard only disappears when the 
girl is sixteen years old and the building on which it stands is pulled down to reveal a park and lake 
beyond. The Pizza Hut sign is visible, although increasingly obscured, right through until the girl is 
twenty-two, including lit up in the sole night-time scene when the girl is eighteen. It is only in the 
last spread that the sign can no longer be seen, as foliage from a number of trees now blocks out 
much of the built environment. The changes that occur, dramatic over time, highlight the constancy 
of fast food signage in the urban landscape and the ubiquity of this type of eating practice. Small 
businesses come and go, buildings can be demolished, vacant lots can turn into parks, children will 
grow up, but in amongst it all, fast food is always available. 
 76 
 It is interesting to note that in the three titles discussed so far, none of the characters engage 
in buying food, despite its availability. Food-related signage, while indicating the potentiality of 
commercial exchange and consumption, is in these books embedded as part of the texture of the 
cityscape. Gus Gordon’s Herman and Rosie also employs signage as paradigmatic of the urban 
environment, but goes further by showing the adult characters purchase take-away food. Herman 
and Rosie, a story about loneliness and belonging in the urban environment, is an unusual 
Australian picture book for children in terms of its settings, characters and storyline. Firstly, it is set 
in New York City and is very much about living in that city; it is considered Australian because its 
author is Australian and it is published in Australia, as well as numerous other countries. Secondly, 
there are no children in the story; the main characters are single adults (Herman an 
anthropomorphised crocodile and Rosie a doe) and they clearly inhabit an adult world: the 
characters spend much of their time in spaces such as offices, restaurant kitchens and clubs, and 
they are both lovers of jazz, a genre of music not usually associated with young children. 
Furthermore, the cover drawing is superimposed onto a photograph of a blank record sleeve with 
the black vinyl disc visible – a technology young children are unlikely to be familiar with. Thirdly, 
the narrative momentum is derived from the desire to solve adult issues of alienation in a big city; it 
is a love story. Herman and Rosie seems weighted towards older readers, yet some reviews 
(including in the New York Times) suggest the readership spans upwards from three years of age (S. 
Smith). The book’s nomination for awards in six countries, appearance on numerous recommended-
reading lists in the USA and Australia, and adaptations as a stage play and musical certainly 
indicate that it has found a wide audience.  
 Music is a key theme in the story. Herman is an oboe player and Rosie a singer, as shown on 
the cover. However, food references can be found on most pages and are significant contributors to 
not only sense of place, but also characterisation (as will be discussed in Chapter 5) and key events 
in the storyline, even appearing on the endpapers. When the book is opened the audience is greeted 
with a detailed facsimile map of Manhattan filling the endpapers, straight away signalling to the 
reader that place is important in the story. While maps of fictional places are popular in literature 
for children, detailed maps of real locations such as this are less common in picture books. The text 
on the map is not particularly sharp but decipherable for a competent reader, although it is likely to 
engage a pre-literate reader more as a busy image of varying straight and curved lines, asymmetric 
shapes and different sized fonts. Three locations are specifically marked with arrows and collaged 
labels stuck over the map. The large, red, hand-written font on squares of hand-torn, white, lined 
paper stand out against the cream, grey and pale blue of the slightly fuzzy map. They announce: 
“Herman lives here,” “Rosie lives over here” (pointing to the neighbouring apartment block) and 
“great Hot Dog place here!” Hot dog carts are common in New York City, but this one is singled 
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out as an important landmark before the title page and the story proper begins, the labelling in itself 
a form of signage.  
 The hot dog cart does not appear until late in the story when Herman and Rosie, both of 
them unhappy after losing their jobs, embark on separate consolatory walks and find themselves in 
Central Park ordering a hot dog from the same stand. (In fact, the “Hot Dog place” noted on the 
endpapers is not near Central Park, indicating that it is the nature of the site as a food outlet rather 
than its location that is of primary importance.) Until this moment Herman and Rosie have not met, 
although they are aware of each other’s music. The speech bubble in the image where the two are at 
the hot dog cart says, “mustard, sauerkraut, hold the cheese please” with lines leading to both 
characters, as if they are speaking in unison. This coming together over food is a turning point in 
the story, even though there is no evidence in the text or the images that Herman and Rosie have 
interacted with each other, and the illustration does not give any indication of direction of visual 
gaze. They walk away in opposite directions, each smiling for the first time in many pages. It is as 
if the moment at the hot dog cart has allowed them to connect, and henceforth everything changes. 
That night they indulge their shared love of jazz and the final page shows them performing in a club 
together: “Rosie found Herman. And Herman found Rosie. The city was never quite the same.”  
 The material practice of purchasing food in public spaces is not only central to the storyline, 
but also to the creation of the idea of the city. The pages preceding the hot dog cart scene present a 
hand drawn map of Manhattan with green and red dotted lines charting the routes that Herman and 
Rosie respectively take on their walks (figure 3.5). This map is very different from the map on the 
endpapers. The formality of the earlier map and its limited palette are replaced with a colourful, 
mixed-media image with loose pencil lines and cut out photographs on a watercolour background. 
Certain landmarks are featured, with images of skyscrapers, prominent buildings and signs placed 
in their approximate locations. Other features on the map appear along the dotted routes, beginning 
with the buildings where they live marked with a pointed finger indicating “start.” The next 
landmarks are, notably, a take-away coffee cup (with “coffee” on the side) then a piece of pizza, 
before the route continues around the Statue of Liberty, eventually finishing at the entrance to 
Central Park (unnamed). The food-related markers positioned en route are not signage but cues that 
suggest the purchase and consumption of take-away food as an everyday practice when walking 
through the city, confirmed over the page when Herman and Rosie meet at the hot dog cart. 
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Figure	  3.5.	  From	  Herman	  and	  Rosie	  (Gordon).	  
	  
 There are two pages in Herman and Rosie that further embed the notion of the city as a 
place of public consumption, signified by the availability of food and the prevalence of signage. In 
both, a block of text drawing attention to the sounds and energy of the city is set amidst a sea of 
everyday words and objects found in the urban setting. The first such illustration, early in the story, 
is made up largely of words with lights around them (neon signs) drawn in a variety of colours 
against a black background, including “Bar,” “All Nite Cheese” and “Pizza” as well as “Hotel,” 
“Club,” “electric shoes” and “Music.” The city at night is a site for eating and dancing. The second 
page, in the middle of the story, has a light blue background with objects and signs drawn loosely in 
red pencil. These include buildings, cranes, vehicles and street signs as well as numerous food 
references: “Pizza,” “Cheese,” “cup o cawfee,” “Pickles” and images of a take-away coffee cup, a 
hot dog, a bottle of drink and an ice cream. The city in the day is a place alive with traffic and food.  
 On one level, signage in Gordon’s book maps locations in the city, a task also apparent in 
the other titles discussed above, although not always as literally as in Herman and Rosie. On 
another level, this multitude of references, together with other iterations of food signage, suggests 
that such signage is one of those textually destined sub-class of quotidian objects that marks out our 
“cultural mores,” “rituals of exchange” and “habitus” of day-to-day living (Stern 343).13 The 
                                                
13 Other titles in the corpus with depictions of shop signs or advertisements for specialty food outlets such as 
bakeries, take-away food, or cafés: A Bus Called Heaven (Graham); Dougal and Bumble and the Long Walk 
Home (Dray); Irving the Magician (Riddle); Owl Know How (Rabbit and Knowles); Pooka (Chataway and 
Rycroft); Shake a Leg (Pryor and Ormerod); The Coat (Hunt and Brooks); Violin Man (Thompson).  
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repetition of generic depictions of take-away food shops and cafés affords these representations 
importance in the economy of the picture book diet. As Stern suggests, the signifying value of these 
references lies in their ability to connote practices and relationships that are not made explicit on the 
page. I would argue these not only concern culturally codified notions of typical foods on offer in 
urban settings, they also inflect child–adult relations in terms of the types of food advertised and the 
promotion of places of commercial exchange. 
 Where such signage details a food item available, named foods tend to be limited in range 
and tend to constitute standard fast-food fare: pizza, hot dogs, hamburgers, fish and chips, coffee, 
soft drink and ice cream. Cross references to these foods and food outlets in the text of the story are 
rare, with the images carrying the weight of scene setting. Despite the prevalence of this signage 
there are very few depictions of characters consuming take-away food in the corpus, as is discussed 
in the following chapter. Nevertheless, such foods are considered convenient, and are marketed to 
both children and adults as a family-friendly meal option. In terms of their materiality, pizza, hot 
dogs, hamburgers, and fish and chips, for example, can be eaten with or without utensils, in a 
variety of settings. They are both ordinary and exceptional in that they are often associated with 
special (family) occasions. Often there is a range of choices catering for different tastes, from fussy 
eaters to sophisticated foodies. In this way, as a food type fast-food has the potential to bridge the 
child and adult worlds. Cafés, on the other hand, are predominantly informal places for adults to 
meet, eat and drink with hot beverages relating to the presence of adults, as explored earlier in this 
chapter. Although a growing number of cafés in the real world provide child-friendly spaces to 
attract parents, children rarely appear at café tables in the corpus. The value of cafés as signifiers of 
an adult world draws on a shared understanding of what takes place in such sites beyond the picture 
book realm.  
 Furthermore, food signage denotes the world of commerce, a world that young children 
rarely navigate without adults. Shake a Leg (Pryor and Ormerod), discussed in Chapter 2, is the 
only title in the corpus showing children going to a food outlet on their own, although there are no 
references to “buying” food. The ages of the three boys is not specified, but the oldest is likely to be 
between ten and fourteen years old. Where food purchasing is depicted, it is mostly in the presence 
of adults and concerns household supplies rather than take-away food. Thus the references to food 
signage in the picture book world entrench the notion of buying and consuming take-away food and 
drink as practices mediated by adults. 
 By extension, one could argue that urban settings are also presented as places that require 
adult negotiation. In My Backyard, discussed above, is a notable exception with older children 
exploring the city on their own. Here the emphasis is on play, discovery, curiosity and celebration. 
The child characters interact with each other and with the sights, sounds and physical structures of 
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the city. Despite the numerous references to food outlets in the story, they are not shown buying or 
eating food, or actively engaging with any adults or commercial activity. The characters are, in a 
sense, child flâneurs, “walking, exploring, watching, and responding to the city with the amazement 
or imagination of the artist or writer” (Tribunella 88). As with the other titles discussed here, it is 
the possibility rather than the practice of acquisition and consumption that is emphasised by the 
inclusion of food signage in these cityscapes.  
 While food signage speaks of the potentiality of consumption, food-related litter implies the 
completion of the act of eating in a public space, and this too can be found in children’s picture 
books as a marker of the urban environment. There are seven books in the corpus that depict food 
waste and litter in public places. In two of these books, Look, A Book! (Gleeson and Blackwood) 
and A Rat in a Stripy Sock (Watts and Francis) items of waste become stimuli for imaginative 
journeys of possibility. In Look, A Book! a discarded plastic drink bottle with a red label and wavy 
white script (highly suggestive of a Coca Cola bottle) is first seen on the footpath outside a house 
on the imprint page. A red book that has dropped from a woman’s bag is further along the path in 
the same scene, and it this object that provides a doorway into the imagination as the two featured 
child characters find the book at the start of the story and begin to see the world around them anew 
in response to it. Freya Blackwood’s images of fantastical landscapes “render the mundane as the 
miraculous” (Hateley, “Touching Texts” 110). Among oversized shopping trolleys, road signs, 
telegraph poles and other everyday objects, the plastic drink bottle with its red label is a stubbornly 
persistent presence, transformed in the imaginations of the children into a variety of objects 
including flying vehicles and oversized aerials.  
 One spread features a cityscape made entirely of food packaging with the characters astride 
the drink bottle flying through streets lined with towering milk cartons, food boxes, drink cans, 
sauce bottles and take-away drink containers (figure 3.6). All the containers are used – opened or 
damaged. Blackwood told me she wanted to comment on the man-made detritus that dominates our 
world and turn it around to suggest “you can still imagine wonderful things even when you’re 
surrounded by rubbish.” She sees the Coca Cola bottle as a powerful sign of the pervasiveness of 
logos: “You see it everywhere. You see it as an advertisement, you see it for sale, you see people 
drinking it, and then you see all the rubbish. So it’s part of our lives, no matter whether we like it or 
not” (Blackwood). In the story, this particular everyday object is both ordinary and extraordinary, as 
fashioned in the imaginative realms of the characters. It is, to return to Felski’s reading of the 
everyday in literature, quite purposefully defamiliarised and magnified, “making us newly attentive 
to its mysteries” (Doing Time 26). 
 The visual focus on food-related litter in this title, as with the signage in other titles, points 
to the worlds of commerce and consumption that characterise the urban setting. While some of the 
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packaging in the fantastical cityscape refers to foods that are likely to be found in a kitchen 
cupboard, take-away drink containers of varying sizes and shapes dominate. Again, this signifies a 
world that requires adult negotiation, and in this particular image the children on board the flying 
coke bottle are joined by the woman who initially dropped the book and her dog.  
 
 
Figure	  3.6.	  From	  Look,	  A	  Book!	  (Gleeson	  and	  Blackwood).	  
	  
 Food in the urban setting referencing the adult domain is signified in a different way in A 
Rat in a Stripy Sock (Watts and Francis). In this title, a grey rat in a grey city sits in the rain on the 
footpath between a metal rubbish bin and empty cardboard boxes. He finds a brightly coloured 
stripy sock and imagines all the things he might do with it. The narrative progresses by showing the 
rat in his drab, “real” environs, followed by a fantasy version of the same scene, this time 
colourfully imagined with the rat in the sock. The first scenario concerns food. The text – “A rat in 
a stripy sock would eat at the best restaurants … ” (ellipsis in original) – sits under the illustration 
of an upturned cardboard box on which lies a fish skeleton, apple core, old potato and wrinkly 
orange. The following page continues the sentence, “and invite all his neighbours to join him.” 
Above this text nine rats are happily tucking into a sumptuous meal, the table laden with flowers, 
cakes, fruit and cheese, and the host wearing the aforementioned sock. The sock has inspired the rat 
to turn ordinary food scraps into an extraordinary feast. 
 It is interesting to note that the idealised version of the scene is specified as featuring “the 
best restaurants.” As is detailed in the following chapter, there are very few depictions of child 
characters eating in restaurants, and “fine dining” is an adult concept rarely associated with the 
world of the child. Here, the characters partaking of the feast are anthropomorphised rats of 
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indeterminate age, neither children nor adults, yet the depiction of rats conversing with each other is 
more adult-like than child-like. Despite the fact that the rats clearly transgress what may be 
considered appropriate restaurant etiquette by juggling biscuits at the table (which is totally 
acceptable as they are rats, after all, and this is a fantasy), this food-centred scenario, set in an urban 
streetscape, supports the notion of the city as a predominantly adult world.  
 Bob Graham uses food-related litter to contextualise the urban human world in two stories 
that features fairies. In the opening spread of Jethro Byrde, Fairy Child the text reads: “A roadside 
hot dog van had dropped from the sky and lay among the bottles and cans.” The illustration shows a 
miniature van (complete with signage for hamburgers and ice creams) being pulled upright with 
ropes by a family of fairies. A giant, squashed drink can sits in the grass nearby lending scale to the 
scene, and indicating the van has landed in an area populated by humans. Published eight years 
later, April Underhill, Tooth Fairy also uses food rubbish to connote human presence. The cover 
features two winged, human-looking children flying not far above the ground. It is night time and 
they each hold a handle of a netted bag containing a large coin. The fairies are about the same size 
as the dandelions and bluebells over which they fly. Among the leaves and individuated blades of 
grass in which the flowers are growing lie an ice-block stick and the tab from a drink can. The flora 
and the litter both serve as markers of scale. Opening the cover, the viewer is met with a daytime, 
expanded scene of the flowers on the endpapers. A miniature swing can be seen hanging from the 
weed stems. The two fairies are tiny in the top corner of the left-hand endpaper, now empty handed. 
The largest element of the scene, initially attracting the viewer’s attention, is a discarded brown 
bottle that has probably been there a while; it has no lid and the blank label is beginning to peel off. 
The following spread, on what is sometimes used as a half-title page but here contains a prologue of 
sorts, is another view of the same setting. This time the viewer is further away rendering the brown 
bottle smaller on the page, and there is a lot of white space around the illustration. However, the 
bottle is still the strongest visual element. One of the fairies is standing on the bottle talking on her 
mobile phone. The text begins, “Not so long ago, a tooth fairy took a call on her mobile. ‘April 
Underhill here.’ With one finger in her ear against the traffic noise, she listened …” (ellipsis in 
original). 
 The mention of traffic noise and the gesture of the hand on her ear hint at the scene that is 
revealed on the next spread, with the imprint page on the left and title page on the right. The 
illustration, which spreads across the bottom half of both pages has pulled the viewer back further 
to reveal more of the scene. The brown bottle is still visible but is now small and relatively 
indistinct. The fairies are flying towards a tiny house nestled behind a tree stump on the grassy 
verge beside a busy highway. A line of grey trucks edges the illustration heading off into the 
distance. A bright yellow emergency phone positioned not far from the brown bottle is the strongest 
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colour on the page, a marker of place on the endless highway. This same scene is repeated later in 
the story from a different orientation. This time the bottle is colourless, thinly outlined and barely 
distinct from the grass in which it lies, but it is stubbornly present. While the trucks on the highway 
connote human activity, it is the litter on the cover and the bottle on the preliminary pages that are 
used to signify the world of humans in the set up of a story featuring fairies. Perhaps Graham, like 
Blackwood in Look, a Book!, is drawing attention to the pervasiveness of food packaging and the 
traces of consumption that we leave in the landscape.  
 Considered as a body of work, the books discussed in this section, together with others that 
include depictions of litter and food waste in urban settings, suggest that the objects and material 
practices associated with the acquisition and consumption of food in public spaces (predominantly 
fast food or take-away food) such as shop signage, billboards and litter, are paradigmatic 
significations of the urban environment in contemporary Australian picture books; the city is a 
place of consumerism and advertising.14 Furthermore, these food references, with their implications 
of rituals of commercial exchange, contribute to the construction of the urban space in the picture 
book world as one requiring adult mediation. It is interesting to note, however, that depictions of 
such rituals of commercial exchange are rare in the corpus, positioning these spaces as offering 
limited possibilities for engagement for young children, unless in imaginative realms. This supports 
in part Jenny Bavidge’s claim that “children’s literature implicitly constructs ‘the child’ and ‘the 
city’ as mutually incongruous or, even, incompatible entities” (320). 
 
The	  Rural	  Context	  
In rural environments, the representations of food practices shift from consumption to production 
and the resultant adult–child relations take on a different dynamic. Some researchers note a 
tendency to site children’s fiction in rural settings, suggesting this is because of “the powerful 
cultural association of childhood with the rural and natural” (Bavidge 323). While that may be the 
case in certain aggregations of titles at certain times, in the corpus under study the numbers of texts 
featuring urban and rural settings are relatively even, with domestic settings the most prevalent. 
There are twenty-four titles that are specifically set in rural landscapes, defined here as countryside 
that bears the markers of human intervention such as farms and villages. All but four of these titles 
have references to characters actively engaged in food production, or include food cultivation in a 
scene at the beginning of the story to establish a sense of place. As opposed to the largely incidental 
visual signifiers of place in domestic and urban settings discussed above, in the rural context 
                                                
14 Other titles with depictions of litter and food waste in an urban setting are A Bus Called Heaven (Graham), 
Dougal the Garbage Dump Bear (Dray), and Mutt Dog! (King). 
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vegetable gardens, orchards, grazing and the growing of crops are often featured either throughout 
the storyline or on a single page, and referred to in both text and illustrations. Moreover, the 
majority of these titles present food growing as a marker not only of the characters’ identity, but 
also their relationship to their physical environment: growing food is part of what it means to live in 
a rural area. From a cultural geography perspective, this relationship in turn constitutes the rural 
landscape as a place imbued with meaning (Kraftle and Horton 273). The confluence of place, 
practice and identity in the rural context can be teased out by looking at select examples from the 
corpus. 
 Two titles present rural landscapes as foundational to the narratives, determining not only 
place, but also characterisation. John Winch’s Run, Hare, Run! imagines the story behind Durer’s 
painting The Hare. The opening spread, a finely detailed oil painting, establishes the setting with a 
broad rural vista dominated by farmed land (figure 3.7).  
 
 
Figure	  3.7.	  Opening	  spread	  from	  Run,	  Hare,	  Run!	  (Winch).	  
	  
The hare of the title is positioned in the foreground at the centre of the left-hand page, on a rocky 
outcrop overlooking the fields that stretch to the horizon. The animal’s head is turned to meet the 
reader’s gaze and the contours of the fields and lines of trees lead the eye across to the tallest hill in 
the background near the top right-hand corner of the page. The hare is inviting the reader to survey 
its world, with the text reading, “A long time ago, by the edge of a forest, lived a wild hare.” No 
forest is visible, just the world beyond. The role of the opening establishing shot is well understood 
in visual narratives such as film. It serves both to convey information about the look and feel of the 
environment in which the story takes place and acts as a threshold of sorts marking the entrance to a 
fictional world. Such establishing shots often position the viewer above the scene, with a low 
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horizon line affording an extensive panorama. In picture books, these illustrations, with their 
carefully chosen detail, are all about a sense of place. 
 In Run, Hare, Run! the opening establishing shot tells a story in itself. Just below the rocky 
outcrop a field of golden grain is being harvested. Black birds are pecking at an abandoned meal 
laid out on a cloth on the stubble beside a cart loaded with cut grain. Two figures are chasing a 
horse through the unharvested crop, the horse having come untethered from the cart. A red-clothed 
figure with a long-handled net is walking across the cropped field with a dog. Beyond this zone of 
activity are green undulating hills, with rows of trees and bushes indicating food production, a 
walled town in the distance. The story follows the hare as it flees its pursuer (the artist, the figure 
with the net) across the farmland and through the town’s produce market, before collapsing 
exhausted in a barn behind a barrel overflowing with green apples. Farm animals watch the 
approach of the man with the net and his dog. Here the hare is caught and installed in the artist’s 
studio as a living model, releasing the tension, partly set up by the title, that the animal’s fate may 
not have been so innocent. In this book, the details of the rural setting play a role in establishing the 
era as well as physical place. The clothing of the characters, the cart in the opening scene, and the 
rustic barn with its cobble stone floor show that this story is set in a different time. An adult reader 
may recognise it as sixteenth century Europe, where rural villages relied on their productive 
capacities for cohesion and prosperity.  
 The Coat (Hunt and Brooks) similarly uses wide landscape vistas seen from above to 
establish the terrain of the story. The magical coat of the title is introduced as adorning a scarecrow 
in a strawberry patch and thus the rural setting is pivotal to launching the narrative. As with 
Herman and Rosie and April Underhill discussed earlier, the first introduction to the story world 
occurs on the endpapers. The opening endpapers feature a rural landscape in sepia tones painted 
with loose brush strokes. A church hall is visible in the mid-ground by a road which winds through 
trees past fenced fields. Spare brush strokes hint at rows of crops. Black birds circle in the air and a 
lone figure at the bottom left-hand page is heading along the road in the direction our gaze takes us, 
left to right. The page turn reveals a close-up of the young man, still in sepia tones. The image is 
sharper, and the shape of the man’s body together with his ragged clothes indicate that he is poor 
and down-trodden; later in the story he is described as “disappointed-looking.” The next spread, 
with the title page on the right, features black crows pecking at a bed of strawberries, still in sepia 
tones. The bottom of the spread is filled with loose lines in pencil and ink of the fruit and their 
foliage. It is their shape that belies what they are, although one bird is flying off with a gently 
coloured strawberry in its mouth. Perhaps the hint of reddish pink is an aid to unsophisticated eyes 
not used to seeing the world in sepia tones. 
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 The first page of the story introduces the coat of the title. Once again, there is no 
background context, just the sepia strawberries across the bottom of the spread and the coat filled 
with straw, arms crossed in anger. The next two pages position the viewer behind the coat looking 
out at the scene of rolling hills, trees, farm house, fields and the man walking down the road. The 
coat “sees” the man on the road and beckons to him. The man decides to take the coat for himself 
(or is it that the coat has willed the man to liberate it from the straw?). Up until this point every 
depiction of the scarecrow has seen its stick legs planted in the strawberries, however when the man 
puts himself in the coat and leaves a pile of straw on the ground, no strawberries are visible. There 
is a shift in identity here as the coat leaves the world of the landscape and becomes an agent of 
change for the man. The magical, talking coat creates possibilities for its wearer and on the next 
page, with the coat now taking on the faintest of colour the man flies over the sepia farmlands to the 
town. The storyline charts the changes that take place for the man as his sense of self grows and he 
becomes a respected musician in a restaurant in town. Colour is gradually infused into his life and 
into the illustrations with the final page featuring the confident, rosy-cheeked man in a fine coat 
with a rose in the lapel, striding off into the night. Seen against a starry sky, no sense of place is 
obvious here, but the closing endpapers take the viewer back to the rural landscape. They mirror the 
scene on the opening endpapers, but this time in rich colour with golden yellows and gentle greens, 
without the man on the road. Dots of red hint at the strawberry beds by the roadside. It is an 
uncommon publishing practice to have differing opening and closing endpapers due to the expense 
of additional printing costs. The artist has made good use of the opportunity to have, practically 
speaking, additional pages on which to tell the story, with the changed rural vista of the endpapers 
book-ending the narrative, reminding the reader of the larger world beyond the story and the cycles 
of the seasons that mark the passing of time. 
 In Run, Hare, Run! and The Coat, the identities of the title characters of the stories – hare 
and coat respectively – are strongly linked to the landscape being a cultivated environment: the 
hare’s terrain edges the village fields and the coat is given agency once liberated from the 
scarecrow. In contrast, the identities of the key human characters – artist and young man – are not 
directly informed by the material practices of food production; the pastoral landscapes are sites they 
pass through, and in both stories the narrative moves the action away from these settings. Notably, 
child characters do not feature in either of these stories. In picture books where the storyline centres 
on farms, however, food production is represented not only visually in the settings, but also in the 
actions of a family of characters, including at least one child.  
 Graeme Base’s Little Elephants is set on a wheat farm and the storyline focusses on the 
success (or otherwise) of the crop. The threats to harvesting the wheat create the dramatic tension: 
the breakdown of the harvester, mice, locusts, lack of time and lack of workers. A boy and his 
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mother are the feature characters; no other family members or friends appear, although a strange 
magical man is connected to the fantastical herd of little elephants that come to the rescue, battling 
the locusts and bringing in the harvest, two ears of grain at a time. It is notable that in terms of food 
production, wheat as a food source is likely to be an abstract concept to a child reader, unless 
explained by an adult. I recognise wheat as a food, but the story does not make this self-evident; it 
assumes the reader’s prior knowledge. There is no reference to how wheat is used, or any special 
mention of wheat as a key ingredient in many everyday foods, although the photo-realistic paintings 
clearly show what wheat looks like when it is growing. Perhaps wheat as a food item is not 
necessarily of importance, the focus being on the identity of the boy and his mother as living on the 
land and looking after their crop, on the characters having a connection with the cycles of nature, 
and, importantly, on the farm as a sympathetic environment to children. The boy is privy to the 
actions of the magical midget, and ventures unafraid into the fields as the elephants do their work. 
 A similar gap between farming as an identity and practice and farming as obvious food 
production can be found in Two Summers (Heffernan and Blackwood), which draws attention to 
how the landscape changes in times of drought without detailing the link between crops and cattle 
and food. In terms of adult–child relations, the farm is depicted as a site for practices where children 
and adults work together in activities such as feeding the lambs, mustering the cattle and branding. 
As with Little Elephants, the child characters are not illustrated acting independently and their 
willing engagement in farm practices construe the farm as a place of cross-generational, shared 
activity, in contrast to the cityscapes examined earlier. 
 This linking of place with shared family activity is evident also in A Year on Our Farm 
(Matthews and McLean) which, in contrast to the two titles discussed above, communicates the idea 
that an understanding of where food comes from is part of what it means to grow up on a farm. It 
firmly connects the experience of farm cultivation with food by including depictions in text and 
illustrations that are clearly recognisable as edible produce. The title and layout of the book present 
life on the farm as an ethnographic introduction to how farming families live and what farming 
children do. Here, the particularities of modern Australian rural life are presented in a way that 
accentuates and celebrates their difference from modern Australian urban life. It begins as Run, 
Hare, Run! and The Coat do, with an introductory vista. The opening spread shows an aerial view 
of the world the featured family inhabit, a quintessential Australian farm replete with sheds, 
windmill and yellow–brown paddocks. The narrative charts the progress of the calendar year 
adopting the eldest boy’s point of view, with each spread focussing on different activities for that 
season and month. Not all the months feature food-based activities, but many do, for example 
picking apricots in January, planting cabbages and carrots in the vegetable plot in March, learning 
how to milk a cow in April, and finding mushroom in May. Notably, the images for these months 
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show children engaged in food production activities alongside their parents, and where the faces are 
visible, they are smiling. 
 Many rural stories include reference to a domestic vegetable garden, or the collecting of 
chicken eggs, non-commercial scales of food production that are visually and textually more likely 
to communicate a relationship to where food that we eat comes from. Although vegetable gardens 
are also referenced in non-rural settings or in settings where it is impossible to tell whether the 
characters live in a suburban or rural area, my focus here is on books clearly situated in the rural 
context. Children are often depicted as working in vegetable gardens, occasionally on their own, but 
more commonly alongside adults. For example, in Water Witcher (Ormerod), set on an Australian 
farm gripped by drought in the depression era, the only reference to the farm as a place where food 
is grown is in the penultimate spread where water from the night soak that the boy Dougie has 
found using water witching techniques enables the mother and two children to water the vegetable 
patch by moonlight. In Elaine Russell’s A is for Auntie, discussed in the previous chapter, the 
vegetable garden is tended by the children from the mission school. On the page “T is for Teacher,” 
two children are working in a vegetable patch set amidst the grass, with the text pointing out that 
the vegetable garden was one of the best things about school: “We planted different vegetables that 
were in season – and when they were ready to eat, our teacher would let us take some home to 
Mum!” Here the link between growing and eating food is made explicit. 
 Pamela Allen’s The Potato People presents the growing of food in a rural garden in quite a 
different way. Jack visits his Grandma weekly in her little cottage nestled in rolling hills and one 
rainy day they make dolls out of potatoes using toothpicks, pins and wool. While Jack is away on 
holidays the potato people sprout and shrivel up and Grandma decides to dig them into her compost 
heap. They grow spectacularly and when Jack next visits, Grandma leads him out to the mound and 
together they dig up an astonishing bounty. The mountain of harvested potatoes is an exceptional 
and slightly alarming outcome of the growing process. Despite following the potato over the course 
of a third of the book from seed (so to speak) to planting, to growing, to “ripening,” through to 
harvest, what is interesting here is that at no point in the story are potatoes consumed or referred to 
in any way as ingestible. They are a play object, a notion reinforced on the final page, when Jack 
suggests he and Grandma make more potato people. The story does not purport to be about the 
growing of food, nor is it about the growing of an item that can be used for play, it is a story about 
the relationship between the boy and his grandmother. Thus, the signification of food cultivation as 
sense of place in this title as well as the others set on farms and featuring rural vegetable gardens, 
concerns the rural environment as a site for the enactment of intergenerational family relationships. 
While there is a confluence of place, material practice and identity in that being a grower of food is 
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part of what it means to be a rural dweller, I would argue that the representations of food practices 
in rural settings predominantly serve to illustrate adult–child relations in those contexts. 
 
Conclusion	  
The exploration in this chapter of food-related references as markers of setting reveal that particular 
representations in picture books are paradigmatic of different settings. Robyn McCallum, in writing 
about romantic constructions of “the bush” in Australian picture books, contends that, “As a 
representation, any landscape, image or idea of a place functions as a sign system. It is elaborately 
coded through its stylistic features and techniques and … is hence always inscribed with social 
values and meanings” (109). In picture books, I would suggest that this elaborate coding is to a 
large degree embedded in incidental depictions of objects and actions that work together to create 
circumstantial meaning, in Felski’s terms magnifying and refracting the quotidian. These depictions 
contribute to the visual texture of physical contexts, producing and reproducing cues that link food 
practices, food items and food-related objects to specific places. In addition, the repetition of food 
references identified in the book analyses embeds a range of cultural values that associate place 
with material practice and identity, supporting the idea of place as a socially constituted trajectory 
of interrelations (Massey 9,10). This is in line with Nodelman’s assertion that in children’s 
literature, settings tend to be “produced social spaces, places representative of meanings, of ways of 
defining what the characters mean to themselves and to others” (The Hidden Adult 64), an assertion 
that can be understood in relation to the three key settings covered in this discussion.  
 In the corpus, home is largely represented as a place in which the child is at ease and 
experiences a strong sense of belonging. The recurrence of fruit bowls and hot beverages in 
domestic settings imply active material practices of adult care. Thus the static references 
communicate a notion of home as a place of nourishment and comfort, a site where parental 
presence is assumed, even though not always depicted, a presence linked to the cared-for child. In 
contrast, urban landscapes in picture books are generally depicted as busy and unfriendly, although 
they can also be exciting and unexpected. As opposed to the safety and comfort of the child-friendly 
domestic space, the city from the child’s perspective is an adult world, a place of risk requiring the 
negotiation of others. Billboards and signage tend to speak to an adult (or at least literate) audience, 
both in the fictional and the real world, as does litter which arises from a socially acquired 
behaviour. Illustrations of food signage and litter found in books set in the urban context point to 
the acquisition and consumption of food in public spaces as conventional practices with the 
associated commercial rituals of exchange suggesting the city as a space requiring adult mediation. 
In rural settings, the widespread textual and visual references to food production shape characters’ 
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identities as non-urban dwellers, implying a close relationship to where food comes from, even 
when the food-value of depicted farming practices is not made explicit. In particular, the reiteration 
of maintaining a vegetable garden, as well as references to farm-based tasks, establishes rural space 
as a site for family or cross-generational activity. Children are generally shown as happy, active and 
content in rural settings, often working in partnership with adults, thus acquiring agency in the 
world beyond the confines of domestic space.  
 In this way food references as markers of setting can be understood to codify spaces in 
relation to the parameters of adult–child relationships as well as quotidian material practices. In the 
next chapter the focus turns to those interrelations, exploring how depictions of food and food 
practices are used to produce and reproduce notions of family and gendered identities, and what 
these depictions tell us about representations of normalised Australian family dynamics and social 
cohesion. 
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Chapter	  4	  
Food	  as	  social	  cohesion	  
 
From Levi-Strauss’s seminal work The Raw and the Cooked (1969) through to Naccarato and 
Lebesco’s Culinary Capital (2012), our relationships with food, particularly rituals involving 
commensality such as meals and celebrations, are understood to contribute to the production and 
reproduction of social processes (Douglas; Murcott, “Introduction”; Roos; van den Berghe; Warde 
and Martens). Sharing food signifies cohesion, “an equivalence among a group that defines and 
reaffirms insiders as socially similar” (Mennell et al. 115). In the world of the child, it is the family 
that provides the core group in which social connection is practised and enacted, with food 
consumption and provision “producing the experience of family life and relationships within the 
family” (Ashley et al. 59) both on and off the page. 
 This chapter builds on the argument introduced in the previous chapter regarding the 
significance of the quotidian in rendering macrocultural systems meaningful to look at the ways in 
which representations in the fictional world of commensality and the contingent activities of 
acquisition, preparation and serving, reproduce notions of family, social cohesion and gendered 
identities. These ideas have been explored in the real world by Marjorie DeVault in her influential 
study Feeding the Family: The Social Organization of Caring as Gendered Work (1991) and other 
social researchers including Anne Murcott (The Sociology of Food and Eating), Nickie Charles and 
Marion Kerr (Women, Food and Families) and Deborah Lupton (Food, the Body and the Self). The 
literary analyses in the sections that follow are informed by sociological and anthropological 
analyses of family, eating practices and gender relations to reveal how book creators represent 
interrelationships in private and public spheres through the lens of food practices.  
 DeVault points out that while ideals about family change in response to social and economic 
changes and challenges, “the discourse of family is powerful and resistant to radical change” and 
revised images of family life usually “preserve fundamental elements of social tradition” (16). I 
suggest that picture books comprise part of “the discourse of family” presenting versions of family 
life permeated with cultural assumptions about what families look like, what they do and how they 
do it. Kimberley Reynolds claims that representations of the family in children’s literature have 
changed considerably over time with the nuclear family “tested for obsolescence at the start of the 
new millennium (“Changing Families” 193). While this may be the case in fiction for older readers, 
including young adults, I argue that even with several titles in the corpus featuring single-parent 
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families and blended families, the rendering of family in picture books supports DeVault’s 
assertions showing both the preservation of social tradition and a strong resistance to change. The 
examination of textual and illustrative references to family meals, celebrations and social gatherings 
exposes the ways in which such food events serve to establish family values, parental roles and 
accepted behavioural codes. This is the case also in terms of references to eating out. Urban settings 
may be characterised by the pervasiveness of food signage, as discussed in the previous chapter, but 
fictional families rarely consume prepared food outside the home; such dining tends to belong to the 
adult domain.  
 The preservation of tradition extends to the practices of food provisioning, including 
acquisition, preparation and serving. In the early twenty-first century, despite suggestions of a trend 
towards greater gender equality in families in relation to domestic work, “mothers still assume 
principle responsibility in relation to food practices” (Curtis et al. 109). This is also the case in the 
picture book world, as will be explored in the last section of this chapter.  
 
The	  family	  meal	  	  
The family meal has been the focus of intense scrutiny for many decades by researchers, social 
commentators, food businesses and health professionals. Lupton claims, “The family meal is an 
important site for the construction and reproduction of the contemporary ‘family’ in western 
societies and the emotional relationships and power relations within the family” (Food 38). The 
family meal is commonly understood, in popular discourses and in practice, as a “proper” meal 
comprising home-cooked, nutritious foods imbued with warmth and intimacy (Ashley et al. 124-
125). It is eaten together as a family group, usually at a shared table, and is prepared by one or more 
of the family members. It is often seen as symbolic of the family itself, with some commentators 
suggesting that the disappearance of the family meal is a symptom of family decline (Pleck 5). The 
family meal is also understood as an important way in which “the idea of family is reinforced on an 
everyday basis, and is an aspect of ‘doing family’ which many children also feel is important” 
(James et al. 49). James Brown sees the family meal as having even broader consequences: “Society 
maintains and perpetuates itself at the table: eating is a form of apprenticeship by which the child 
acquires the customs, manners, and beliefs of his fellow countrymen [sic]” (qtd in Keeling and 
Pollard, “Power, Food, and Eating” 132).  
 The significance of the family meal is well understood by researchers looking at food in 
fiction. Carolyn Daniel notes that as in lived experience, meal times in children’s storybooks are 
powerful socialising events transmitting cultural food rules and attitudes toward food (15). As such 
(and in line with Brown quoted above), fictional food events provide historically relevant 
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information about the manners and morals of a specific time that underpin social and familial 
relationships (Daniel 1). They serve as markers of the quotidian, “a metonym of the real” (Biasin 4), 
even in fantasy fiction where food practices interject the actual world into the fantastic one (Egoff 
in Vallone 47).15 Vallone calls this food’s “mimetic effect,” and suggests that writers employ “the 
semiotics of cooking and eating ... as a means to discuss identity and belonging, moral character, 
children’s behaviour, power relations and gender roles” (47). My interest in examining the family 
meal lies in identifying the function of meal representations in narratives and the signification of 
these food events in terms of family dynamics and gender roles.  
 While most academic discussions of the family meal focus on dinner (Bugge and Almås; 
DeVault; Lupton, “The Heart of the Meal”; Murcott, “Cooking and the Cooked”), there is a wider 
spread of meals in fictional narratives. Of the twenty-seven references in the corpus to members of 
a family eating a meal together in the domestic sphere, an almost equal number reference a 
breakfast scene (eleven titles) and a dinner scene (thirteen titles). In addition there is one named 
reference to lunch and two other indeterminate meals that could be either lunch or dinner. Family 
meals can serve a structural purpose in shaping the passage of time in a story, as is foregrounded in 
Bear and Chook (Shanahan and Quay) where the events of one day are noted as occurring “After 
breakfast,” “After morning tea,” “After lunch,” “When afternoon tea was over,” “After dinner” and 
“That night after supper.”16 These references to mealtimes rather than “clock” times affirm the 
importance of structured eating in the daily routines of young children. 
 Representations of family meals can also communicate much about how a household works 
through the ways the family members are positioned in space, their actions and their interactions. 
Such meals are often used to illustrate the dynamics of the characters’ relationships, with different 
meals tending to reveal different types of dynamics. Breakfast scenes are effective in setting up the 
roles the characters play in the family and indicating their activities for the day ahead, often their 
differing activities, with the characters set to disperse. Lesley Stern points out that in films breakfast 
references are used to signal “the beginning of a scene (a new day) or the beginning of a narrative” 
with the purpose of establishing “quotidian routine as a springboard from which the drama can leap, 
a soaring deviation from the groundedness of the ordinary” (327). Picture books use breakfast 
scenes in the same way. Dinners and lunches, on the other hand, tend to confirm familial cohesion 
with shared conversation and purpose – a coming together after time apart.  
                                                
15 Picture books are rarely discussed in terms of genres such as fantasy, yet many narratives for young 
children employ fantastical elements in the storyline and characterisations, featuring, for example, talking 
animals, fairies and magical scenarios. 
16 The same tracking of time with meals is used in the companion book Bear and Chook by the Sea 
(Shanahan and Quay). 
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 Perhaps unsurprisingly, newspapers, mobile phones and laptops can all be found around the 
breakfast table in contemporary stories, and in the picture books under study the illustrations of 
breakfast scenes usually show the characters distracted from the meal and/or each other. For 
example, in the image of the Australian family having breakfast in Jeannie Baker’s Mirror 
(discussed in Chapter 2), each character is involved in a different activity, despite the shared setting 
(see figure 2.1). The father is standing at the table, bent over his laptop. The son is playing with toy 
dinosaurs next to the mother, who is turned away from the boy. She is feeding the baby, providing 
the only point of physical or gestural connection between any of the characters. This introduces the 
idea of the mother as primary carer. The father’s focus on the computer screen indicates his 
unavailability, even if temporary, to attend to his children’s needs. He is engaged with the world 
beyond the family and home through the laptop. The narrative follows the father and his son as they 
gather materials to work on the house renovations and in this way care for the child is shown to be 
shared between the parents. However, the dinner scene later in the book places the mother at the 
centre of organising the meal (in this case ordering a home-delivery of fish and chips), reaffirming 
the female parent as the primary food provider for the whole family.  
 Similarly, in Today We Have No Plans (Godwin and Walker), the opening breakfast scene 
establishes the different roles the characters play in the family and their engagements with the 
outside world. The story charts the family’s regular week, with each of the first six spreads showing 
a snapshot of one activity from Monday through to Saturday. Monday sets the tone for a busy week 
ahead with the girl narrator telling the reader, “We eat our breakfast in a rush.” In the breakfast 
scene, bowls, utensils, food cartons and loose papers are scattered haphazardly on a round table 
(figure 4.1). As in the Australian breakfast scene in Mirror, the neatly dressed mother is feeding the 
baby. On the other side of the table the besuited father is talking on his mobile phone, a plate of 
food in hand. A boy in pyjamas is pouring cereal into a bowl and the narrator in school uniform is 
pulling things out of her bag. To the left, a dog drools over a piece of bread on the floor. There is no 
eye contact between any of the characters – they are each absorbed in their individual activities – 
and in this way roles are established: mother looks after the baby’s needs; father has a job outside 
the home and is already connecting with that world; the older children are school-aged, but at 
different stages of readiness for the day ahead; and the baby is innocently disruptive, holding the 
brush that the girl is looking for. 
 Both parents are standing, indicating the rushed or transient nature of their engagement with 
the meal. Despite the slightly chaotic tone of the scene, the characters do not look overly stressed or 
unhappy, just pre-occupied – a situation no doubt repeated in many contemporary households. The 
notion of a happy, functioning (white, middle-class), “normal” family is affirmed by a framed 
child’s drawing of the smiling family on the wall at the back of the scene. It is revealed on a later 
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spread that the mother also works outside the home, but her role as primary carer is evident not only 
in this opening scene where she is feeding the baby, but also in a later depiction of the weekly 
shopping expedition, discussed later in this chapter.  
 
 
Figure	  4.1.	  Monday	  breakfast	  from	  Today	  We	  Have	  No	  Plans	  (Godwin	  and	  Walker).	  
	  
 This breakfast scene is used as a dramatic, structural device to contrast with the closing 
scene of the book which depicts a relaxed Sunday breakfast: same setting, same characters, 
completely different tone and different roles (figure 4.2). The boy, once again in his pyjamas, is 
carrying a plate stacked with pancakes. This time the table is neatly set. The mother is in her 
dressing gown and slippers. The father, casually dressed, is beside her reading a book to the baby 
nestled in his lap. The girl, wearing everyday clothes, is sitting at the table patting the dog. All the 
characters are smiling. There is nothing out of place and the detritus of daily life visible in the 
earlier breakfast scene has been cleared away. All is ordered and relaxed, a final resting point after 
the narrator has mused over the previous seven spreads on all the fun things that she and the family 
might do on their one day with no plans.  
 
 96 
 
Figure	  4.2.	  Sunday	  breakfast	  from	  Today	  We	  Have	  No	  Plans.	  
	  
 This book, one of the most recently published texts in the corpus (2013), offers a 
representation of the highly structured and organised life of children and their families common in 
contemporary Australia with both parents working, and a range of after school activities including 
child care and sporting commitments. While the father is shown to be looking after the baby at 
Sunday breakfast, this is framed as an exceptional day in the week, with the normalised routines 
and roles set aside. Through the story, the bulk of the caring work falls to the mother, including 
picking up the children from school and taking them to swimming lessons, and, as with Mirror, 
food provisioning is represented as women’s work.  
 In Today We Have No Plans, the morning meal offers the quintessential barometer of “the 
ordinary” that launches the story. This is also found in Fearless in Love (Thompson and Davis), a 
story about a puppy, Fearless, who excitedly takes with him to his new home his mother’s advice to 
“love everyone.” Early in the narrative the family is introduced in a broad domestic scene (figure 
4.3). The mother is sitting at the kitchen table with the traces of a meal in front of her, looking 
through a gaping rip in her newspaper to the exuberant puppy. The scene serves to illustrate the 
dog’s disruption of the normal state of affairs. Torn pieces of newsprint are dancing in the air and 
footprints trace his travels across the table. A translucent, wispy line follows the puppy’s 
movements to the girl whose facial expression shows her displeasure with the paw prints on her 
clothes. The paw prints continue across to the lounge room where the son has been interrupted in 
doing a jigsaw puzzle, and the father looks flummoxed as he folds the clean washing, now soiled by 
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the dog’s travels. The excited animal is heading straight for the baby in the bouncer, with a puzzle 
piece in mouth.  
 
 
Figure	  4.3.	  Early	  spread	  from	  Fearless	  in	  Love	  (Thompson	  and	  Davis).	  
	  
 Here the stereotypical parental gender roles are turned upside down: it is the father who is 
engaged with domestic duties and the mother who is engaged with things related to the public 
sphere via the newspaper. This is unusual in the corpus, and notable as an exception to the norm. 
There seems to be an effort made to invert rather than disrupt gender stereotypes throughout the 
narrative, with, for example, the father crying over his chewed up pot plant, the daughter angry 
about her destroyed mobile phone, the son teary at his hurt teddy, and the mother being the assertive 
one who finally banishes the puppy to the garden (after he eats the winning lottery tickets). It could 
be argued that by using the strategy of overt reversal and the upturning of accepted codes of 
gendered behaviour, these representations serve to confirm tradition, as will be explored in the next 
section in relation to the carnivalesque. 
 Breakfast scenes can also serve to illustrate the relationship between a central child 
character and his or her parents. There are two contrasting examples in the corpus. In Sunday 
Chutney (Blabey), discussed in Chapter 1 in relation to imagining cupcakes, the title character tells 
the reader her likes and dislikes. On one page she says, “I love early mornings and the benefits of a 
big breakfast. I also love my parents.” The image shows Sunday in bed with a broad grin on her 
face, squashed between her parents. She is holding a knife and fork, her arms resting on a bed-tray 
on which sits a cup of milky tea/coffee, a rack of toast triangles, and a plate of fried eggs and 
sausage arranged as a smiley face. The illustration suggests both parents are asleep, or at least not 
up to eating breakfast as they are recumbent, tilted away from Sunday, their heads out of the frame 
of the image. A curious reader may wonder who cooked the breakfast, however this scene is not 
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about the food itself but rather about what it signifies. There is a clear linking here between 
breakfast and family cohesion, between the comfort of food and the comfort of parental love.  
 A very different version of the parent–child dynamic is illustrated by the breakfast scene in 
An Ordinary Day (Gleeson and Greder), a story about how a boy’s imagination kicks in to 
transform his “everyday, grey day” experience of going to school into a place of infinite 
possibilities (back cover blurb). The story of Jack’s “ordinary day,” illustrated in loose-lined pencil 
sketches, begins with documenting his morning routine. Early in the narrative he is shown peering 
through a doorway at his parents who are sitting at the breakfast table, indicated by a coffee plunger 
and crockery. A female figure is leaning on one elbow over a spread-out newspaper, the angle 
obscuring her face. Hidden behind an open broadsheet next to her is a male figure. All the viewer 
can see of him are the fingers holding the paper, and crossed legs clothed in pants and shoes. The 
text tells us simply that Jack “said ‘Good morning’ to the newspapers.” No other names or referents 
are given to the characters. Here, the newspapers represent an adult world that is inaccessible to a 
young child, and parents who are unavailable.  
 Jack stands at the kitchen bench on his own and gets himself something to eat. He is shown 
sitting on a chair surrounded by white space, eating his toast (no plate). The text, following on from 
the previous page, confirms the lack of communication between the characters: “and ate his toast in 
silence.” The parents are not visible on this page, nor are they present on the next as Jack packs his 
bag and heads out the door. The visual style of repeated figures of Jack against a white background, 
with a neutral, bland expression (straight line for a mouth, dots for eyes) creates a sense of 
alienation and separation from what might normally be considered “family.” Jack inhabits his own 
space – quite literally on the page – just as his parents inhabit the newspapers. This rendering of the 
breakfast ritual sets up the idea of Jack looking after himself, and as the story unfolds, the reader 
sees that he is also independent in mind. There is a distinct divide between the world of the child 
and the world of the adults, and the absence of parental engagement with the son is an unusual 
representation of familial relationships in the corpus. 
 All the titles discussed so far depict breakfast as a meal characterised by a lack of shared 
experience. In contrast, the breakfast scene in Bob Graham’s Let’s Get a Pup positions the meal as 
the ritual that brings the family together at the start of the day with the practice of sharing food 
enabling the expression of a shared desire. Mum, Dad and young Kate have decided to get a dog 
and are pouring over a newspaper on the kitchen table. Dad and Kate are seated and Mum is 
standing between them pointing to a notice. Perhaps she is standing because she has been attending 
to the breakfast things; there is a sense of interrupted activity with a cupboard door left ajar, a slice 
of bread in the toaster and another half tipping off the bread board. A tea towel draped over the 
bench, stuffed toys on the floor and the newspaper half covering the laid out breakfast things signal 
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the messiness of ordinary life. The text tells the reader that after spotting an advertisement for an 
animal rescue centre, the family abandon their uneaten breakfast, eager to find the perfect pup. Here 
the breakfast scene is the establishing image which launches the storyline, introducing not only the 
family members and their roles, but also the relaxed and loose style in which they live. Yet in terms 
of the cohesion of the family unit it has more in common with depictions of lunch and dinners in 
other stories, than with the breakfasts discussed earlier. 
 The extended family around the laden lunch table that features in the opening spread of 
Daddy’s Having a Horse (Shanahan and Quay), as with the breakfasts above, is a launching point 
for the story, introducing the characters and their interrelationships (figure 4.4). In this scenario the 
occasion is not quotidian, but perhaps a routine practice: the text names the event as “Sunday 
lunch.” It is an explicit representation of family cohesion and those present are listed: the children, 
their parents, aunt and uncle, and grandparents. Before anyone has had a chance to begin the meal, 
the children hastily tell their relations that mum’s having a baby and daddy’s having a horse. There 
is much joviality, gesturing and physical connection between the characters in response to the 
happy news of the impending family addition(s).  
 
 
Figure	  4.4.	  From	  Daddy’s	  Having	  a	  Horse	  (Shanahan	  and	  Quay).	  
	  
 The sense of wellbeing found in the characters’ expressions and interactions is augmented 
by the abundance of food before them: bowls and platters of salads and baked dishes. Although the 
individual plates and cutlery are untouched, some of the wine glasses are near empty, perhaps 
contributing to the good spirits of the adults. This scene presents a ritual tradition common in many 
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European cultures of the extended family coming together over a weekly meal, the name “Nonna” 
indicating an Italian ethnicity. It is interesting to note that the four adult male characters are relaxed 
in their chairs while only one of the four adult female characters is fully seated. The pregnant mum 
is standing next to her seated mother with a plate of food in hand, one arm around her daughter. 
Aunty Chrissie is leaning over the table to place a salad bowl, and the other grandmother is half out 
of her seat, although it is not clear why. In keeping with European (and Anglo-Australian) 
traditions, it appears to be the women taking care of the food. 
 As with this family lunch, dinners are most often represented as rituals that enable shared 
purpose. In Bob Graham’s April Underhill (mentioned in the previous chapter) the fairy family are 
shown early in the story sitting around the kitchen table discussing the appropriate age to begin the 
work of collecting teeth. They are sharing a meal of dandelion soup (according to the text). On the 
table sits a loaf of bread on a board, the soup pot, salt and pepper, drinks, and a flower in a vase. 
The scene replicates what could be considered a regular family meal, but here it also serves to 
normalise the fantastical. While the family all have human features, each character, including the 
dog, also has wings; these are fairies, after all. The family meal here is a site for the discussion of 
important family matters, providing an opportunity to share not only food, but values. 
 In Two Summers (Heffernan and Blackwood), the family dinner scene serves the same 
function in terms of shared values, but in a different way. The story, mentioned in the previous 
chapter in relation to the farm setting, follows the narrator’s thoughts on how his friend Rick will 
react to the drought-affected landscape on his upcoming visit and what they will do together. 
Dinner comes in the last full spread of the story. The family are eating a meal of meat and 
vegetables around an oval table. Mum and dad are drinking red wine and the narrator and Rick have 
glasses of milk. Dad has knife and fork in hand, mum is holding her wine glass and the narrator has 
downed tools as they all look at Rick who has fallen asleep, mid-meal, with fork in hand, his head 
resting in the crook of his arm on the table. The accompanying text reads, “Dad says we’ll keep 
Rick so busy he won’t have time to notice [the drought conditions].” The illustration here adds a 
layer of meaning not stated in the text: not only will Rick be kept busy, but he will be kept so busy 
that he will be not be able to stay awake through dinner. Rick’s slumber, which falls outside norms 
of dinner table behaviour, confirms his outsider status as the visiting city boy, highlighted by the 
narrator’s bemused expression and reaffirming the connection between the family members. This 
scene, as with the other dinner and lunch scenes referred to here, supports Warde and Martens’ 
suggestion that “The idea that a family meal is a basic source of family cohesion is premised 
precisely on the assumed capacity for sharing food to generate mutual solidarity and co-operation” 
(216).  
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 The depictions of family meals discussed so far all present readily recognisable forms of the 
family unit based on a mother, father and child/children. The extended family in Daddy’s Having a 
Horse adds grandparents and an aunt and uncle. Family Forest (Kane and Masciullo) presents a 
different family configuration. The young boy narrator introduces the members of his blended 
family to the reader one at a time. Each character is named and illustrated with a playfully 
erroneous visual interpretation of their labelled status, corrected by the narrator. For example, the 
half sister is drawn as literally half a girl, the whole sister has holes in her, the step-mum is flattened 
into the shape of a flight of stairs, and the big step-brother is hugely oversized. Before the 
introduction of the step-brother, the family named to this point is shown at a picnic table. The 
narrator’s mother Jane and her partner Rod are standing together at an outdoor barbeque tending the 
food (figure 4.5). Here it is the male figure shown to be in control of the cooking, complete with 
apron, a not-uncommon representation when it comes to cooking outdoors, as will be discussed 
later in this chapter. 
 
 
Figure	  4.5.	  From	  Family	  Forest	  (Kane	  and	  Masciullo).	  
	  
 Behind Rod and Jane, the narrator, his sisters, father and step-mum are seated at the picnic 
table, all raising one fork in the air. Each character has an open-mouthed smile, as if they are 
laughing, even the dog. The text simply says, “Jane and Rod aren’t married but they live together.” 
There is no indication of what has prompted such a uniform emotional display. Perhaps the 
unbridled happiness, supported by the park-like setting of lush grass and shady trees, is designed to 
frame the experience of having four parent-figures and whole and half siblings as unequivocally 
positive. This is, after all, the first image that shows the different parts of the family coming 
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together, a version of the family meal that reflects the changing composition of the family in 
contemporary society, while also confirming the importance of family cohesion. 
 While Family Forest is the only title in the corpus that explicitly documents a blended 
family, sharing food is used in other books to illustrate the bonds between particular family 
members outside the nuclear unit. For example, in Pamela Allen’s Grandpa and Thomas and the 
companion book Grandpa and Thomas and the Green Umbrella, the title characters share a picnic 
lunch of their favourite sandwiches on their outings to the beach, and in Collecting Colour 
(Dunstan), discussed in Chapter 2, the narrator and her friend enjoy a picnic lunch of sandwiches by 
the river with the narrator’s mother and aunt. In these titles, representations of commensality are 
used to illustrate mutual affect between the family members, the “togetherness” that is considered a 
key signification of shared meals (Mennell et al. 115). 
 The notion of the family meal in a public, outdoor space, and the popularity of the picnic in 
picture books highlights institutionalised values about the family as a source of nourishment and 
wellbeing, with the ideal of the family meal as a home-cooked “proper” meal adhering to the 
characters en famille as they move from the private to the public sphere. Picnic meals typically 
feature home-prepared food, extending parental food values and preferences beyond domestic 
confines. Thirteen titles include references to family picnics, including two incidental visual 
depictions in a park scene and a story about a pretend picnic replete with assigned sibling status and 
pretend peanut butter sandwiches, bananas and ice-creams (Emily’s Rapunzel Hair, Matthews and 
Blackwood). An additional six titles reference picnics with friends rather than family, pointing to 
the popularity of picnics as a child-friendly activity. 
 In Eight (Lee and Gamble), Timmy and his parents have a picnic under the trees on a river 
bank. It is an idyllic scene with the smiling characters sitting around a blue and white checked 
blanket laid out on the ground by the water’s edge. The text tells us they eat chicken, salad and 
sticky chocolate cake. The scene exudes a sense of wellbeing and comfort, and although there is no 
reference to who has prepared the meal, it is the mother taking on the role of provider, even 
outdoors, as she serves the father a slice of layered cake on a plate, the picnic basket beside her. 
Similarly, in Too Many Pears (French and Whatley), Pamela the cow’s insatiable appetite for pears 
sees her lift a full basket of the fruit from the picnic spread in front of the bewildered family. But 
there is still plenty of food available: a large bowl of salad sits on the blanket in the foreground next 
to a thermos and a loaf of bread; the mother is placing another deep bowl with food brimming over 
the top (possibly a pie) alongside other containers. There is way too much food for the small family 
of mother, father and daughter to consume. Rather, the feast on offer represents ideals of the family 
meal – an abundance of wholesome, healthy, home-made food. Although all eyes are on Pamela the 
 103 
cow stealing the basket of pears, the incidental detail of the mother with dish in hand speaks to an 
unconscious assumption that it is this character who is in control of the picnic provisions. 
 Picnics are a form of “eating out” that is not particularly well covered in the food studies 
literature where the focus tends to be on dining in restaurants and cafés. However, in picture book 
worlds, children and their families are more likely to be seen eating in the public sphere on a picnic 
blanket than in a food outlet, as will be explored later in this chapter. They are also more likely to 
be seen eating in the private sphere than the public; home is not only the site of the family meal but 
also of social gatherings and celebrations that include commensality. 
 
Celebrations	  and	  social	  gatherings	  
From an ethnographic perspective the basic meaning and function of commensality is “to establish, 
express, and consolidate social ties” with the sharing of food “our central social ritual” (van den 
Berghe 390, 395). This is epitomised in one scene in The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon (Blabey). 
The village of Twee has been plagued by a crabby ghost for years with the village elders at a loss 
about what to do until young Herbert Kettle suggests he simply ask the ghost what she wants. When 
he finds her in her gloomy home in the woods she is overcome with joy at having a visitor and 
immediately suggests he stay for tea: “I could make you some toast … maybe whip up a roast … 
Would you care for a scone … I’d have baked some if only I’d known” (ellipses in original). Even a 
ghost understands the importance of sharing food as a sign of social connection and friendship. This 
is just one of thirty-three titles in the corpus representing commensality as part of a social gathering, 
with the majority including family members as well as friends in events such as afternoon teas, 
birthdays, and festive occasions. I argue that the types of foods at these events, their quantities and 
the manner in which they are offered and consumed, not only confirm the importance of 
commensality as a social practice but also communicate culturally defined rules about how such 
practices should be properly enacted. 
 Aside from six titles which reference drinks only, the other twenty-seven representations 
show adults and children, anthropomorphised animals, and fantastical creatures enjoying sugar-rich 
treats such as cakes, biscuits, tarts and cupcakes as a constituent element of the social gathering in 
focus. Notably, the one non-Anglo title that references a food event other than a family meal – 
Corroboree (Wallam et al.), discussed in Chapter 2 – is also the only non-Anglo title to reference 
sweet food, upholding an association between special occasions and sweet foods. This association is 
not exceptional in contemporary Australian society (and other Western countries), with sugar-rich 
foods a conventional ingredient of social gatherings and festivities. Some celebrations are signified 
by iconic foods. For example birthdays are marked with a cake in Where does Thursday go? (Brian 
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and King), Waiting for Later (Matthews) and Seven More Sleeps (Wild and Rawlins); candy canes 
appear in the Christmas stories Santa Koala (Buchanan and Singleton), An Aussie Night Before 
Christmas (Morrison and Niland) and An Aussie Day Before Christmas (K. Niland); and one of the 
Christmas day visitors in Applesauce and the Christmas Miracle (Millard and King) brings an 
offering of a plum pudding. Most of the representations of parties and gatherings, however, mark an 
event specific to the narrative, such as a job well done in Owl Know How (Rabbit and Knowles), the 
start of the holidays in Tales from the Waterhole (Graham), a community action in A Bus Called 
Heaven (Graham), a summer beach party in At the Beach (Harvey), and a successful partnership in 
Milli, Jack and the Dancing Cat (King).  
 Most commonly female adult characters facilitate the making of the sweet food or its 
presentation, even when the narrative is framed as the imagining of a child character. For example, 
in No Bears (McKinlay and Rudge), the narrator, Ruby, claims on page one to be in charge of the 
book. She narrates a tale about a princess who is saved from peril by her fairy godmother’s magical 
powers, with intertextual references scattered throughout. At the end of the tale the king and queen 
throw a party for the fairy godmother. The illustration sits below the text and is framed on the page 
to look like a book within a book (figure 4.6).  
 
 
Figure	  4.6.	  From	  No	  Bears	  (McKinlay	  and	  Rudge).	  
	  
 The image shows the king, queen, princess and fairy godmother together with Little Red 
Riding Hood, a white rabbit (with a pocket watch), a (Cheshire) cat, three little pigs, and birds 
flying out of a pie. On the table before them are cupcakes, jam-filled layered cakes, a bottle of drink 
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and a bowl of strawberries. The queen is balancing a tray of jam tarts (there are visual references to 
her making the tarts earlier in the story), the princess is holding a gingerbread man and lollipop, the 
white rabbit is pouring tea, and the wolf has a sausage on a fork. The table is not in any way 
groaning with food, and although there is plenty for the characters to eat, the party scene is more 
about the intertextual references than it is about the feast. 
 The modest quantities of sweet treats in this scene is not unusual in the corpus. While 
several titles do include an element of lavishness in the spread of foods illustrated, images of excess 
are rare despite the notion that “excess is a key element to childhood fantasy” (Keeling and Pollard, 
“Power, Food, and Eating” 127). This sets up an interplay between the ordinary and the 
extraordinary that I argue positions sugar-rich foods as the normalised comestible currency of social 
exchange in the world of the child, including between adult and child. The idea of a special 
occasion in itself constitutes an extraordinary event, and yet at the same time the sweet foods seen 
on the page in illustrations of such events are in many ways quite ordinary in their quantities and 
contextualisations. The visual compositions of celebratory foods in the corpus most commonly 
emphasise the characters and their interrelationships – the cohesion between them, rather than the 
food before them.  
 This would suggest that the role of the celebratory feast in contemporary picture books for 
pre-literate readers may be different from the function of feasts in stories for older children. Jean 
Webb refers to British writers such as Elinor Brent-Dyer, Enid Blyton and J.K. Rowling, in noting 
that “food and feasting have variously been associated with denoting power relationships and 
challenges to the status quo” with the timing, venue and food items of feasts providing child 
characters with a means to undermine adult authority (“Food: Changing Approaches” 99). Other 
researchers have also drawn attention to the vast quantities of sweet, rich foods found in food 
fantasies in classic British children’s literature (Daniel; Vallone), suggesting that they “give the 
reader a vicarious experience of gluttony,” and that these episodes contest the adult notion of a 
controlled, orderly society (Daniel 62, 185). Seen in this way, feasting in children’s books pits the 
world of the child against the world of the adult. The writers referenced in this context have all 
produced books for independent readers, and perhaps it is the dual audience of the picture book 
(adult and child) that works to temper exaggerated extravagance as a challenge to adult authority.  
 While many picture book narratives venture to places of chaos, disorder and disruption, 
there are few examples in the corpus of stories that overtly challenge adult authority (more 
specifically parental authority) or adult notions of the world. Faust’s Party (Ottley) is one example 
that appears to explore subversion of authority, but all is brought back into order by the final page. 
Faust the dog is told by mum (human) to look after the house while the family are out for a picnic. 
Unseen by the children waving goodbye to the forlorn-looking hound through the back car window, 
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a dozen or so strange creatures are parachuting from a UFO hovering above the suburb. As the 
friendly-looking “monsters” take over the house Faust calls for help from the neighbourhood dogs. 
Rather than chasing them away the pack of dogs join with the monsters in raiding the cupboards 
and getting dressed up, pulling things out of drawers, flooding the bathroom, painting the walls and 
smashing the crockery. It is a classic Bakhtinian carnivalesque episode, subverting, loosening and 
mocking all that is authoritative, rigid or serious (Seldon et al. 41).  
 The concept of the carnivalesque derives from Mikhail Bakhtin’s studies of late medieval 
carnivals and their literary counterparts in Rabelais and His World. Bakhtin recognised that fiction 
has the potential to mimic the carnival in representing a world turned upside down, becoming a site 
of resistance to authority (Rudd 153). The carnivalesque implies an upturning of hierarchies, and in 
children’s literature this includes a challenge to the adult world. Certainly the dogs and monsters in 
Faust’s Party take control of the space and enact behaviours that are so outrageous that young 
readers would easily recognise them as being unacceptable to adults. At one point even the 
characters recognise things have gone too far. When Faust’s ear gets stomped on in the melee and 
needs bandaging, “Everyone decided to calm down and have … [page turn] a nice cup of tea” 
(ellipsis in original). It is this recognition of the need to pull back and take stock in quite an adult 
way that can be seen to temper the level of subversion. This moment illustrates the suggestion that 
“by breaching boundaries,” carnivalesque texts “explore where they properly lie,” thus confirming 
received paradigms of behaviour by transgressing them (Stephens, Language and Ideology 135-
136, 147). It is this process that I would suggest is also at play with the inversion of gender 
stereotypes in Fearless in Love discussed earlier. 
 The scene of the “nice cup of tea,” presents a parody of the ritual of imbibing a hot beverage 
as a means of calming things down (figure 4.7).  
 
 
Figure	  4.7.	  From	  Faust’s	  Party	  (Ottley).	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A motley collection of dogs and monsters, some sporting an article of clothing, sit around a long 
dining table slobbering in anticipation as two monsters approach. One is carrying a tray stacked 
with cups and saucers, the other a tray piled impossibly high with pikelets glistening with syrup. 
Despite the opportunity to render the monsters genderless, it is interesting to note that the creature 
carrying the tray of pikelets is wearing a yellow dress. The promise of a sweet snack has put a smile 
on all the characters’ faces, but before they have a chance to eat or drink anything the family return 
and the monsters hide. The family opens the door to a scene of devastation and dozens of sheepish-
looking dogs of all shapes and sizes. The “very cross” neighbours come to collect their dogs and 
Faust is banished outside to his kennel. 
 The final page shows Faust in the yard having a moonlit picnic with four monsters. One 
monster is carefully pouring tea into the dog bowl, and a small plate of pikelets sits on a checked 
blanket. The scene is sedate and ordered, despite the presence of the fantastical creatures. The 
monsters are sipping their tea daintily and holding their snacks with poise. This picnic scene, even 
with the monsters (sans clothing items), represents the kind of social “moral norm” that classically 
emerges at the conclusion of comedy (Frye 169). Order is restored and the characters who 
transgressed social conventions and codes of conduct are brought into line. Although the notion of a 
midnight feast still pushes the boundaries of adult control, it is carried out in a disciplined manner.  
 The food events in Faust’s Party illustrate a right and a wrong way to go about sharing 
food. In this way the story communicates culturally defined rules about how to eat correctly, which, 
according to Daniel, is one of the most fundamental cultural messages children have to learn “in 
order to achieve proper (human) subjectivity” (4). The massive stack of pikelets in the first 
commensal scene is excessive, one of the few such images in the corpus, and, tellingly, is never 
consumed due to the arrival home of the family. The fantasy feast is framed as desirable but 
unattainable. It is the sedate and ordered picnic at the end that is positioned as the correct way to 
share food with friends, even with creatures from outer space. And in turn, commensality, and in 
particular the sharing of sugar-rich foods, is positioned as a normalised ritual integral to the 
promotion of social cohesion, as it is in the other titles discussed in this section.  
 
Eating	  out	  
As Warde and Martens define it, “Eating out is a specific socio-spatial activity, it involves 
commercial provision, the work involved is done by someone else, it is a social occasion, it is a 
special occasion, and it involves eating a meal” (46). Eating out is not usually associated with the 
world of the child, although in contemporary Australia it would be reasonable to assume that 
children under the age of eight would most likely have experienced a meal at a restaurant, café or 
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fast-food outlet. A 2014 survey claims eighty-one percent of Australians eat out at least once a 
month (“EMMA Industry Report”), and data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics shows that in 
2010, households spent close to one-third of their weekly food budget on eating out, up from 
around one-fifth in 1984 (Ting). What is notable, therefore, is that in fictional worlds of the child, 
commensality is strongly related to family and home, including social gatherings with friends, 
extending to picnics of home-cooked food as discussed in the previous section. Restaurants and 
cafés may be widely referenced in urban streetscapes as part of scene setting, but they are not places 
where picture book families feed themselves and are usually framed as the domain of adults.  
 There are eleven references to adults eating and/or drinking in restaurants and cafés without 
children. The restaurant as a separate adult realm is reinforced visually in Old Tom, Man of Mystery 
(Hobbs) where the title character – an anthropomorphised, wild-looking cat based on the idea of a 
seven-year-old brat of a boy (Harris and Weingott) – walks past diners whose tables are cordoned 
off from the footpath by a barrier: a male diner holds a glass of wine, a woman has food in hand, 
and Angela Throgmorton (Old Tom’s surrogate mother) peers above a menu. This is an adult space, 
an idea explored by Hobbs in another Old Tom book, Old Tom’s Holiday where he places the 
mischievous, unruly title character in an ordered, “exclusive café,” so named in the text (figure 4.8). 
 
 
Figure	  4.8.	  From	  Old	  Tom’s	  Holiday	  (Hobbs).	  
	  
Old Tom is clearly out of place in a world in which he is not welcome, and although he 
subversively enjoys the experience, the other diners aware of his presence are visibly disturbed, as 
is the waiter.  
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 It is not only the presence of older characters and their reactions to Old Tom that define the 
space as adult, but also the details that provide circumstantial meaning: statuesque columns, 
hanging lights, covered tables and the waiter. These are markers of the world of fine dining in 
Hobbs’s work, found in some of his other titles. Mr Chicken Goes to Paris, published seven years 
later, contains a scene that looks like it is taking place in the same eatery, with the same columns, 
lighting, tablecloths and tuxedoed waiter. It is a deliberate rendering of the adult world as wondrous 
from a child’s perspective. Hobbs is both drawn to the fantasy of eating at a “posh restaurant” and 
the design elements of the columns, chandeliers and low-hanging tablecloths, the “accoutrements of 
eating” (Hobbs, Personal Interview). It is interesting to note that other book creators employ some 
of the same details – covered tables, fancy lighting and waiters – to signify “restaurant-ness”: 
Tohby Riddle in Nobody Owns the Moon and The Singing Hat, Frances Watts and David Francis in 
Rat in a Stripy Sock and Aaron Blabey in The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon.  
 Eating out at a restaurant was always a treat for Hobbs and he never dined as a child in the 
type of restaurant he depicts in his work. As an adult, representing the fantastical for a young 
audience is a clear intent: 
I don’t want the world that I create to exactly mirror [the readers’] own. I mean most of 
the kids would live in ordinary houses and go to ordinary schools and they’re living 
very ordinary lives. I see no point in depicting that and there’s no fun for me to draw 
those things anyway. I like the idea that I’m creating this world that they’re really not 
privy to, certainly everyday, but within that world are recognisable things – tablecloths, 
light fitting, cups of tea and teapots and waiters. (Hobbs, Personal Interview) 
Hobbs clearly articulates the interplay of ordinary and extraordinary that I argue facilitates the 
communication of meaning in picture books, and I would argue that this interplay extends beyond 
objects to behavioural codes. Hobbs recognises that the disjuncture of putting a character who 
usually leave a trail of chaos into a setting that require manners and good behaviour creates humour 
and dramatic tension: “Placing [Old Tom] in a restaurant that is obviously smart, to say the least, 
sets up a scenario which is inherently funny, I think, for kids” (Hobbs, Personal Interview). This 
invokes the confirmation of received paradigms of behaviour through carnivalesque subversion, as 
suggested by Stephens: the humour of placing a disruptive, child-like character in the ordered, adult 
domain of fine dining relies on an understanding that the codes of proper behaviour have been 
transgressed.  
 The scene from Old Tom’s Holiday in figure 4.8 also reiterates the ideal of commensality as 
aligned with social cohesion. Through the story, Angela Throgmorton believes that Old Tom is 
back at home while she holidays alone, and she begins to miss him. Here the text reads, “when Old 
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Tom’s favourite cakes arrived, she wondered if tea for two might have been more fun.” This alludes 
to Angela’s longing for her troublesome charge as well as the realisation that the ritual of dining out 
is a more positive experience when shared.  
 This same inflection of the pleasure of sharing food when dining out can be found in the few 
titles that depict child characters in restaurants and cafés. The Coat, discussed in the previous 
chapter in relation to its rural setting, is the only book in the corpus that depicts a group of adults 
and children eating out together. The magical coat whisks the central character away from the 
strawberry patch to “Café Delitzia” where the unnamed man earns his supper by playing the piano 
accordion. The Bruegel-style illustrations of the diners show a sixteenth-century eatery with long 
wooden tables and benches, the characters dressed according to the times. Three children are seated 
at a small round table separate from the adults. At one stage the diners (including the children) are 
seen dancing on the tables and weeping on the floor in response to the music. There is much 
movement and liveliness in the scene; a bottle of wine has tipped over and the characters have rosy 
cheeks. The music heightens the celebratory tone of the shared experience of the meal.  
 The coat’s magical element and the historical setting establishes an otherness about the 
scene, yet this is relatively normal when compared to the three other texts with references to 
children dining out. Each features a central child character at a table for two in the company of a 
fantastical creature who is named in the book’s title. In Mr Chicken Goes to Paris the smiling 
young girl, Yvette, invites her friend to visit her in Paris. Mr Chicken, a monstrously enormous 
yellow creature with tusks and two spindly short legs, is completely out of place in Hobbs’s 
signature restaurant. As in Old Tom’s Holiday, the other patrons (all adults) stare disapprovingly 
but neither Yvette nor Mr Chicken notice or care. The sharing of food is part of the special 
experience of Mr Chicken’s visit to Paris (earlier they lunch on frog-leg soufflés), and an 
expression of their friendship.  
 In the final scene of The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon (Blabey), mentioned in the previous 
section, Herbert Kettle and Annabel Spoon are seated together in the Twee tearoom at a table 
covered by a low-hanging cloth, with a tiered tray of cupcakes in front of them. It is quite a formal, 
nineteenth-century setting with Herbert in a suit coat and tie. He and Annabel are gazing adoringly 
at each other but the other patrons in the scene look somewhat put out by Annabel Spoon’s 
presence; after all, she is a ghost. Perhaps they are also disapproving of the blossoming friendship 
between Herbert and Annabel, publicly stated by dining out together.  
 Friendship is also central to the eating out scene in Rex (Dubosarsky and Mackintosh). On 
Friday it is the narrator’s turn to take the class pet home and she muses on what she will do with 
Rex, the chameleon. In one scene she contemplates taking him to a restaurant (so named in the 
text): “Would Rex like a giant hamburger?” Here the “restaurant” could be categorised as a quick-
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serve or fast-food restaurant. The page frames a close up of the narrator and her oversized 
companion sitting at a table (figure 4.9).  
 
 
Figure	  4.9.	  From	  Rex	  (Dubosarsky	  and	  Macintosh).	  
	  
The girl is sipping a drink through a straw, the drink sitting on a tray which also holds a packet of 
hot chips and a hamburger with a bite out of it. Next to her, so enormous that his body is cut off at 
the shoulders by the page edge, Rex is balancing a hamburger in his talons. In front of him is a pile 
of about fifty burgers. Several trays lie on the table which is scattered with dropped food. Here the 
dining experience in an enactment of the imagined connection between the characters, highlighting 
their potential similarities (taste for burgers) and their differences (size and desired quantities). 
 These three titles present child characters dining out in fantastical contexts, all 
unaccompanied by a parent. It could be argued that the idea of a child eating out without an adult 
only makes sense if it is framed as fantastical, as restaurants and cafés represent a world that 
requires adult negotiation. However, I would suggest these scenes draw attention to the established 
cultural codes that associate sharing food with social connection. Parents never appear in these 
stories, giving the child characters agency to enter into independent social relationships (as well as 
to travel, make plans and solve problems). The choice to situate assertions of friendship in the adult 
realm of restaurants moves the expression of commensality as social cohesion from the private 
domain of home and family – where children are usually located – to public spaces of potentially 
greater selfhood.  
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 The version of a restaurant in Rex with its trays of individually wrapped burgers is 
significantly different to the formal eateries in the Blabey and Hobbs titles. Buying and consuming 
take-away and fast-food meals are more strongly associated with the world of the child, due to the 
flexibility this type of dining affords families with young children, as noted in the previous chapter. 
However, although burgers, chicken and pizzas are the staples of major fast-food chains (and 
signage for these are found repeatedly in the corpus), Rex is the only title referencing a burger meal 
and Shake a Leg (Pryor and Ormerod), discussed in Chapter 2, the only book where children eat 
pizza. Perhaps significantly, these meals are eaten on site by children unaccompanied by parents. 
There are six titles that reference the consumption of take-away food as a meal with family 
members. All of them refer to fish and chips: Jeannie Baker’s Mirror (discussed in Chapter 2) 
shows the meal being consumed at home; Roland Harvey’s To the Top End and At the Beach and 
Alison Lester’s Are We There Yet? have the featured family eating fish and chips on holidays at 
some stage in the narrative, either in a picnic or camping scenario; Aunty Pav takes the title 
character of Special Kev (McKimmie) for fish and chips on Fridays; and in Brian Banana Duck 
Sunshine Yellow, another McKimmie title, Grandma takes Brian for fish and chips one Saturday. 
(The passing references to fish and chips in the McKimmie titles do not indicate where these meals 
are consumed.) The repetition of fish and chips points to the iconic status of this “cuisine” in 
Australian culture, but it may also point to the childhood of the book creators, when take-away food 
options were more limited, rather than the contemporary child’s world.17 The influence of nostalgia 
on food representations is discussed in Chapter 6. 
 The different ways in which adult and child characters are situated in the public sphere in 
the representations of eating out explored here reinforce the notion of sharing food as an enactment 
of social cohesion. Together with family meals and celebrations, these representations suggest the 
primacy of family and the domestic sphere in the world of the child and the public sphere as an 
adult domain. Within these spheres men and women are positioned in specific provisioning roles: in 
the public sphere it is men who are depicted as waiters and in the private domain it is women who 
organise family meals and serve plates of sweet foods in celebrations. These notions of gendered 
identity and food provision are teased out further in the next section.  
 
 	  
                                                
17 A report from 2013 reveals that Australians’ favourite take-away dinner is Chinese, followed by Italian 
(presumably including pizza) and Thai (“Australians Showing a Taste”). 
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Food	  provisioning	  
Lupton points out, “Any discussion of the role of food and eating in the context of the family must 
incorporate an analysis of the meanings and norms around motherhood and femininity, for in most 
households in western societies, the purchase and preparation of food for the family is the major 
responsibility of women” (Food 39). This applies equally to most households in contemporary 
Australian picture books. In the corpus, gendered roles tend to fall along stereotypical lines: mother 
figures are usually positioned as the primary food providers in terms of shopping and serving, with 
very few books in the corpus making reference to males in these roles. The situation is more 
complex, however, when it comes to cooking. While there are more references to mothers preparing 
food than fathers, there is still a significant number of males cooking. However, there is a clear 
distinction between the types of depictions: females are widely represented as cooking in 
normalised and realistic domestic situations, even if framed in a story featuring anthropomorphised 
animals. Males predominantly attend to meals situated outside the kitchen or in fantastical 
scenarios. Food type and ethnicity are also correlated with provisioning and gender in the corpus, 
with the preparation of home-cooked meals by women more often aligned with non-Anglo 
characters than with characters of unmarked ethnicity, and the serving of sweet foods the exclusive 
domain of Anglo-Australian characters, predominantly female. 
 I would like to turn first to depictions of food acquisition. In most cases, this involves 
shopping, although references to fishing, hunting and collecting bush-tucker in stories featuring 
Aboriginal characters are also forms of food acquisition. References to Aboriginal women gathering 
bush-tucker and men hunting or fishing, as discussed in Chapter 2, are in line with gendered roles in 
traditional Aboriginal societies where women and men are responsible for different, prescribed 
food-related tasks. Collecting Colour also makes a textual and visual reference to the two featured 
girl characters carrying the supermarket shopping in their basket. 
 Despite the common practice of young children accompanying adults on shopping 
expeditions, there are surprisingly few depictions of this activity in the corpus. Only six books 
include a food shopping trip in the narrative, five of which feature female main characters as 
shoppers, with supermarkets as opposed to specialty shops the most common destination. In three 
titles the supermarket becomes a site of drama highlighting the stress that can arise when caring for 
children at the same time as attending to provisioning chores. In Brian Banana Duck Sunshine 
Yellow (McKimmie), Nana takes the title character to the supermarket and Brian becomes lost. He 
is eventually found and Nana’s displeasure is voiced with the comment, “Never again, Brian … 
That’s it.” While the setting is named in the text, the image does not depict a modern supermarket. 
Instead of aisles there is an array of staffed benches offering different types of foods, more like a 
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marketplace, and although there are over a dozen people in the image, it is notable that none of the 
shoppers are seen with carry bags or trolleys.  
 In contrast, the shopping image of the weekly Friday chore in Today We Have No Plans 
(Godwin and Walker) focusses on a single family group in a single, familiar-looking supermarket 
aisle (figure 4.10).  
 
 
Figure	  4.10.	  Friday	  shopping	  from	  Today	  We	  Have	  No	  Plans	  (Godwin	  and	  Walker).	  
	  
The illustration is dominated by tall, neatly stacked shelves.18 These form a backdrop against which 
the mother is pushing a trolley, scowling at her naughty children. Separate to this main illustration, 
but with the same white background and the same scale, the brother is clutching several plastic bags 
with a look of surprise as he surveys the cracked eggs that have fallen through the hole in one of the 
bags. The text refers to rushing around the aisles, battling over chewing gum and helping carry the 
groceries into the house. The last line reads, “She says to Dad, ‘I’ve had enough!’”  
 A similar perspective on the supermarket experience can be found in The Pocket Dogs 
(Wild and King), although here the family unit has a different configuration. The central characters 
are a man and his two miniature dogs, Biff and Buff. The supermarket is the site of the main 
dramatic event in the story when Biff falls out of the coat pocket he has nestled into and becomes 
lost amongst the forest of shoppers’ legs. A matronly woman with a shopping basket finds him and 
puts her in her basket, but Biff jumps out and runs away. Next a young girl shopping with her mum 
puts him in her toy pram but Biff jumps out and runs away again. Then a young man with a blue 
                                                
18 Notably, the aisle contains packet mixes for cupcakes, muffins, cakes and biscuits. 
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mohawk and piercings puts him in his trolley, but again Biff runs away. Eventually Mr Pockets 
finds him, tucks him into his coat next to Buff and they return home. In all of the illustrations in this 
sequence – fourteen separate images over ten pages – the physical context of the supermarket 
(aisles and shelves) is minimised with the focus on the shoppers, their trolleys or baskets, and the 
lost dog. In half of the images the characters are shown against a wash of yellow with simply 
sketched shapes indicating shelved items. In the other half, the characters are depicted against white 
with no geographic context. The shoppers Biff encounters are different ages and genders, yet 
notably the one child in the story is shopping with her mother. This is the only story where the male 
feature character is depicted shopping for food, and despite the fact that Mr Pockets cares for and 
looks after his beloved dogs, he is not positioned as a traditional parent: he has no children.  
 All the supermarket representations focus on the caring roles of adults amidst the alienating 
aspects of aisles, counters and trolleys. And all the depictions of shopping frame it as a social 
experience either with other shoppers, store staff or family members, albeit not always a positive 
one. In many ways, the buying of the food is itself incidental to these social interactions. The 
shopping activity positions the characters in public space, allowing the representation of family 
interactions outside the domestic sphere. In the corpus, these interactions confirm the mother-figure 
as looking after the basics of food supply, the normalised primary carer for the whole family.  
 Food preparation is a much more common activity in picture books than shopping, with 
forty-nine references in thirty-nine books either in the text, the images or both. There are two titles 
that show genderless anthropomorphised animals cooking, in both cases preparing cakes: A Giraffe 
in the Bath (Fox and Argent) and Don’t Let a Spoonbill in the Kitchen (Oliver). Of the remaining 
forty-seven references, the gender representation is more balanced in quantitative terms than I had 
expected with twenty-seven references to females cooking and twenty references to males cooking. 
However, the crude generalisation that a woman’s place is in the kitchen is supported by close 
analysis of the texts which shows that mother figures are strongly aligned to cooking everyday 
meals for the family at home. Males, on the other hand are shown cooking special or holiday meals 
outdoors over barbeques and campfires, cooking in fantastical scenarios, or cooking as a paid 
profession.  
 Of the twenty-seven references to females cooking, twenty-one are situated in domestic 
settings, including three depictions of girls cooking in fantastical scenarios: the title character 
cooking monster soup for her teacher in Horrible Harriet (Hobbs), the image of a girl cooking a 
dangerous snake accompanying the poem “A Taipan in the Frypan” in Doodledum Dancing (Allen 
and Costain), and the strange cake that a girl cooks up with her grandfather’s help in Crocodile 
Cake (Morgan and Nixon). Six titles reference women cooking on outdoor fires, but five are 
Aboriginal stories where cooking outside is positioned as a cultural norm, while in Applesauce and 
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the Christmas Miracle (Millard and King) the outdoor fire becomes the surrogate kitchen after the 
house is razed by bushfire. Cooking is shown to be a normalised, everyday female activity, whether 
in a contemporary Anglo-Australian setting, an historical setting, or a non-Anglo setting, the latter 
two settings accounting for half of the references to food preparation by women.  
 DeVault suggests that “[p]art of the intention behind producing the meal is to produce 
“home” and “family” (79), and this can be seen to be the case in the picture book world. For 
example, in The Big Little Book of Happy Sadness (Thompson), George lives with his grandmother 
“and an empty place where his mother and father should have been.” In the first spread where we 
see the grandmother with George, she fills the right-hand page, clutching a baking dish with a 
whole roast chicken. There is no mention of cooking or eating in the text, yet the baked chicken 
instantly situates her as primary carer, feeder and mother-figure, provider not only of food, but of 
home and family. The Australian and Moroccan mothers in Mirror (Baker), explored earlier, share 
this same purpose despite the different iterations of meal preparations, showing that there are 
cultural variations in how the mother role is enacted, with the commonalities being gender and a 
focus on food provision for the family. Other references are more incidental but serve similar roles 
in characterisation and in embedding the cultural norm of the mother-figure as food provider. For 
example, the dog at the centre of the story in Pooka (Chataway and Rycroft) is seen as smart 
because she “could tell when Mum was cutting up carrots for dinner”; and Daisy, the baby girl who 
features in Chatterbox (Wild and Niland), tells her Nana, “I quite like porridge, as long as it’s not 
lumpy,” indirectly naming the grandmother as regular porridge cook.  
 DeVault claims that members of society have learned to associate activities such as feeding 
with one gender and that these activities “come to seem like ‘natural’ expressions of gender” (118). 
The books discussed here support this naturalisation (or normalisation) of gender roles, however I 
would argue that this process applies to both genders with nuanced differences. The relatively high 
frequency of representations of male characters cooking in the corpus was an unexpected finding, 
yet these cooking references align a specific type of food preparation activity with male characters: 
cooking either for special occasions (including on holidays) or as a profession. In contrast, the 
majority of depictions of females cooking concern the making of everyday meals, with only four 
depictions showing mother-figures baking tarts and cakes for special occasions.  
 Of the twenty depictions of males cooking, half reference cooking outdoors: six of cooking 
over a fire, two of preparing fish that has been freshly caught and two of men donning aprons in 
front of barbeques, including the scene in Family Forest discussed earlier (see figure 4.5). These 
fictional representations are in line with real world practices. In his study on masculinity and food 
preparation, Jeffery Sobal notes, “Masculine cooking is often public, outdoors, and involves fire. 
Male rituals of hospitality frequently focus on barbecuing or grilling meat outside in settings 
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beyond the kitchen” (144). This indicates that the cooking of certain types of foods in certain ways 
is regarded as gendered. Eight out of ten of the outdoor cooking depictions are meat-focussed, 
supporting this convention, with the other two depictions involving fire: the young boy in Tom Tom 
(Sullivan and Huxley) pretends to cook damper on a fire, and the homeless man in Mutt Dog (King) 
boils the billy on a primus stove huddled under an outdoor stairwell.  
 Another alignment between the fictional and real worlds is the representation of males as 
professional chefs. In Australia the food industry is dominated by men, with only twenty-five 
percent of chefs being women in 2012 (NSW Government 8). Cooking is shown to be a paid job 
outside the home in six titles: the father/baker in My Dog (Heffernan and McLean), bakers wearing 
chefs hats in Irving the Magician (Riddle) and The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon (Blabey), a cross-
looking chef in The Singing Hat (Riddle), the Italian-speaking Aboriginal pizza maker in Shake a 
Leg (Pryor and Ormerod) and a fairy boy who makes hamburgers in Jethro Byrde (Graham). The 
absence of any female chefs in the corpus entrenches the notion of professional cooking as a male 
domain. 
 Further supporting this clear gender division between types of cooking are the exceptions 
that prove the rule. There are four titles with references to male characters preparing food in 
domestic kitchens. The only representation that could be construed as an everyday practice is an 
incidental depiction in a busy cross-section image of an underground home in Coober Pedy in To 
the Top End (Harvey): a man in the kitchen prepares non-descript food for his children at the 
kitchen bench. There is one title that features a full page image of a male figure cooking in what 
seems to be an ordinary situation. In Waiting for Later (Matthews) Nancy is looking for a playmate 
and approaches her mother, brother, cousin, aunt and grandfather, all of whom are busy and say, 
“Not now … Later.” Nancy’s brother is in the kitchen with an apron on making a cake, as indicated 
by the mixing bowl, measuring jug, ingredients and recipe. The boy is old enough to be cooking on 
his own and there is nothing in the positioning of the characters that would indicate it is an unusual 
activity, although later in the story a silhouetted image of the family gathered round a table waiting 
for Nancy shows the boy carrying the cake adorned with candles, signifying a birthday celebration. 
While this is one of the few titles that represents cooking as a normalised male activity, it is in the 
context of a special occasion.  
 In situations where male characters are more centrally involved in food preparation, these 
are framed as fantastical scenarios. Crocodile Cake (Morgan and Nixon), for example, is not only 
one of the few titles where a male character is involved in kitchen-based cooking, but also one of 
the few where food practices are central to the narrative. The main character asks members of her 
family to help her bake a cake. Everyone finds an excuse not to help except her grandfather. But 
what they concoct together is no ordinary cake. They begin with normal ingredients and then add 
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rotten eggs, potato peel, slimy slugs, cabbage leaves, toffee, jellybeans and custard: “It looks just 
like a bowl of sick.” Once it is in the oven, Grandpa falls asleep and the crocodile-shaped cake 
magically comes to life, terrifying the girl and gobbling up the family. The girl runs away but 
overcomes her fears to eat the cake, releasing her family members. Grandpa wakes up and all the 
characters have fun eating the “really sweet” cake and “throwing great lumps of cake about.” If we 
focus on the male character as cook in this story (the playful subversion of what makes a cake and 
the carnivalesque food fight are explored in more detail in Chapter 6), Grandpa has facilitated an 
extraordinary baking event that is not only fantastical, but a little scary. This isn’t the type of 
cooking that reproduces notions of home and family. As if to confirm the gender alignment of 
different types of cooking, earlier in the story the narrator’s sister is shown at the kitchen bench 
chatting with the grandmother who is stirring a pot on the stove. Neither of them will help the girl 
bake because “They just can’t stand the mess I make.” Female cooking is aligned with ordered and 
controlled food preparation in this title, as opposed to the disordered, male-assisted cooking episode 
that ensues. 
 A more subtle and complex play on gender roles is found in Maudie and Bear (Ormerod and 
Blackwood). This collection of five stories features Maudie, a young girl who likes to be in control, 
and Bear, a compliant and forgiving parent-figure. Bear is only occasionally referenced as “he” and 
there are no visual indicators of his gender (he is not shown wearing clothes, although he sometimes 
dons an apron). Bear carries the role of primary carer, cook, cleaner, comforter and general 
playmate to Maudie. Maudie is cringingly domineering, ordering Bear about and requesting that he 
fulfills her every whim. Bear does so without complaint and to all intents and purposes is Maudie’s 
play thing. For example, in “The Snack” Maudie tells Bear to prepare an elaborate snack with 
instructions to spread the peanut butter right into the corners, keep the pancakes warm, drizzle the 
chopped nuts with honey, peel the grapes, de-pip the oranges, and fold the napkins into swans. 
When all is prepared and the table set, Maudie decides it is far too good to eat, and walks away to 
do something else. She takes Bear’s hand and he looks over his shoulder at the laden table with a 
somewhat bewildered expression. That’s the end of the story. This is a fantastical version of a 
parent–child relationship where the child is in total control. With no name and seemingly little 
personality, Bear does not clearly align with either a normalised mother-figure or a father-figure, 
but is a composite fantasy creature.  
 As one would expect, there are a number of titles in the corpus that disrupt stereotypical 
gendered identities, such as Fearless in Love (Thompson and Davis) discussed earlier in this 
chapter, yet when it comes to food provisioning most of these do not represent normalised 
scenarios. This is the case not only in terms of shopping (such as in The Pocket Dogs) and 
preparation (such as in Crocodile Cake and Maude and Bear), but also serving food. There are 
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thirty-six books with images of characters holding, carrying or offering plates of food to others. By 
far the majority of these are women (twenty-three), and again most of these are realistic scenarios in 
terms of the characters and relationships established in the scene. For example, women offer plates 
of sweet snacks to friends, family or workers in afternoon tea scenarios, and they are shown with 
bowls and containers in hand at dinner and luncheon tables and picnics. Even when the characters 
are anthropomorphised animals (or fairies, or monsters) the positioning of a female character 
serving food replicates the cultural norms of food provisioning as women’s work.  
 By contrast, of the thirteen titles with images of males serving food only five include 
references in normalised situations. Notably, three of these reference boys rather than fathers 
offering food to family members (children are often aligned with the world of the mother), such as 
the boy in pyjamas with the plate of pancakes in Today We Have No Plans (see figure 4.2). Of the 
two normalised representations of fathers, one is incidental – the father in Annie’s Chair (D. 
Niland) is carrying a plate of biscuits into the lounge room where he and his wife are having a hot 
beverage and the children are playing. The other reference is a full page image in Baby Bear Goes 
Camping (Broekstra) showing the father holding a plate of peas, potato and carrots that he has 
cooked over the fire, aligning with the convention of the father cooking outdoors. Of the remaining 
titles, four include visual references to male waiters in restaurants, with a noticeable absence of 
waitresses. As with male professional cooks, serving food is legitimate paid work for men. That 
leaves four titles, all of which situate the serving of food in fantastical contexts. In Baby Boomsticks 
(Wild and Legge), for example, the father is shown feeding his baby son on the title page, but this is 
no ordinary baby. Mr and Mrs Boomsticks are “teeny-tiny” and their baby is an impossibly large 
giant. The image shows the over-sized baby in nappies, with a bib tied round his neck, towering 
over his father who is sitting in a high chair spooning food into his mouth. This opening image 
straight away sets up the notion that an extraordinary child requires extraordinary parenting 
practices, and the father feeding the baby is seen in this context.  
 In a different way, The Tall Man and the Twelve Babies (Champion et al.) features a version 
of a family that is also ridiculously impossible. Here the “tall man” looks after his twelve babies in 
a tiny apartment. He has six boys all called Alistair and six girls all called Charlene. The girls are 
dressed identically, as are the boys, and they all look the same. The tall man is the only parent in the 
story and is kept busy feeding and playing with the babies, trying to control them. The story 
provides plenty of humour and it is interesting to note the way in which providing food in the 
morning and in the evening structures the day, as well as the story, marking the tall man as a 
competent parent even though there is little else realistic about the situation. Father as food provider 
in this story is aligned with fatherhood as a fantastically absurd experience. 
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 Textual and illustrative references to food provisioning strongly articulate not only gender 
identity, but also correlations between gender and food type and ethnicity. Of the twenty-three 
references in the corpus to females serving food, more than half involve sweet treats such as 
biscuits and cakes. As will be discussed further in Chapter 6, the different contexts in which the 
provision of sugar-rich snacks is positioned in the titles conform to the social conventions of 
middle-class Australian society; sweet foods are widely understood to be a “normal” inclusion at a 
party or social gathering, a given as dessert, and a standard item of between-meal rituals, such as 
morning or afternoon tea. However, it is notable that all these depictions feature Anglo-Australian 
characters, with no references to non-Anglo characters serving sugar-rich foods in the corpus. 
While there are fewer depictions of male characters serving food, only a quarter are offering sweets, 
again notably all Anglo-Australian. In terms of food preparation, only Anglo-Australian characters 
are depicted cooking sweet treats, with the majority being females. These findings reveal an 
alignment between Anglo-Australian maternal figures and sugar-rich treats, inadvertently 
positioning the Anglo-Australian mother as maker and provider of sweet foods as an exemplar of 
“normal” parenting behaviour. This, I argue, suggests a tension between the normalised mother 
paradigm relating to food provision in the picture book world and the “good” mother paradigm 
advocated by public health nutrition discourses that recommend the establishment of healthy eating 
patterns in early childhood, including the limiting of high-sugar foods (Cohn 238). 
 At the same time, non-Anglo families are more strongly aligned with family meal rituals 
than ethnically unmarked families. More than half of all the references to female characters 
preparing breakfast, lunch or dinner appear in books featuring non-Anglo characters. This suggests 
an unintended correlation between mothers preparing home-cooked meals with “otherness,” which 
potentially creates a distancing effect between meals that may generally be considered nutritious 
and the normalised self (Cohn 239). As discussed in Chapter 2, this also indicates an association 
between non-Anglo-Australian identity and an integrated authenticity, a closeness to the earth. 
These identified alignments of gender, food type, ethnicity and food provisioning are almost 
certainly unintentional, exposing unexamined assumptions and embedded cultural conventions that, 
as proposed at the beginning of this chapter, “preserve fundamental elements of social tradition” 
(DeVault 16).  
 
Conclusion	  
This chapter has turned to representations of food events and provisioning practices as a way of 
understanding cultural values concerning the family, commensality and gendered identity. DeVault 
suggests that individuals construct “located, idiosyncratic versions of family life,” drawing on 
 121 
cultural ideologies, adding as a bracketed aside that “hardly any households actually look like the 
cultural ideal” (13). While DeVault does not specify what the cultural ideal looks like, aside from 
acknowledging that women play the central caring role, the picture book discourse offers a glimpse 
into unmarked, cultural assumptions about how family life is enacted, suggesting embedded norms. 
As Kerry Mallan warns, “In reading literature we need to be mindful that representation risks 
promoting a specific mode of being as its ideal” (Gender Dilemmas 5). From this perspective, what 
is normalised on the page in a cultural artefact may be interpreted as articulating the cultural ideal 
and thus reiterated representations of meals, celebrations, eating out and food provisioning may 
constitute a version of the culturally ideal family and within this, culturally ideal versions of 
gendered identities. Representations across the corpus formulate the culturally ideal picture book 
family as one that shares meals together at home, with clearly defined gendered roles that conform 
to social tradition.  
 Societal norms conveyed by picture books regarding gender have been the focus of 
numerous studies over the decades concerned about the impact of role modelling on young children 
(Adams et al.; Anderson and Hamilton; DeWitt et al.; Gooden and Gooden; Hamilton et al.; 
Papazian; Weitzman et al.). Some researchers also point to the impact on the adult who reads the 
book aloud, usually a parent (Anderson and Hamilton; Fraustino; Papazian). These adults, Papazian 
argues, “are constructed, just as children are, in and by children’s picture books” (135). Thus, in 
presenting images of and ideas about food and family, picture books not only shape a child’s notion 
of motherhood and fatherhood but also a parent’s understanding of what those roles entail 
(Papazian 124).  
 It is the degree of redundancy in the representations of gender roles that is notable, the 
persistent repetition of depictions of gendered identity in relation to food practices, including those 
that are incidental to the storyline (such as the grandmother with the baked chicken in The Big Little 
Book of Happy Sadness) or incidental to a scene on a single page (such as a man in a chef’s hat in a 
crowd scene in The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon). I would argue that the limited range of 
representations found in the corpus, and their sheer repetition, offers readers limited versions of 
what it means to be a mother or father in relation to food, embedding such gender roles in the 
notion of social cohesion that underscores commensality.  
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Chapter	  5	  
Food	  as	  character	  identity	  
 
“You are what you eat” is one of the most oft-quoted phrases relating to food and identity. Some 
claim the originator of this axiom is Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, who wrote “Tell me what kind 
of food you eat and I will tell you what kind of man you are” in Physiologie du goût (The 
Physiology of Taste), published in 1826 and first translated in 1854 (Brillat-Savarin 25). Others 
claim it comes from Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach’s essay titled “Concerning Spiritualism and 
Materialism,” published 1863/4 which expounds his theory regarding one’s awareness of one’s own 
essential nature (Cherno 405). Feuerbach wrote: “Der Mensch ist, was er ißt,” which is commonly 
translated as “man is what he eats.” The notion behind Feuerbach’s phrase relates to the 
metaphysics of eating, whereas Brillat-Savarin was interested in the pleasures of food, linking taste 
with character type. The phrase was popularised as “you are what you eat” largely through the 
publication of a book of that title in 1940 by broadcaster and nutritionist Dr Victor Lindlahr, a 
weight-loss and health-food pioneer. As a metaphor, the phrase is used in a variety of contexts 
relating to physical health, spirituality (transubstantiation), ethnicity and psychology. Its popularity, 
I would argue, points to a wide acceptance that food is fundamental not only to cultural identity, as 
explored in Chapter 2, and family/gendered identity, as explored in Chapter 4, but also to personal 
identity. The literal embodiment of food through the activity of ingestion makes eating a necessarily 
personal experience. The link between food and personal identity, however, is much broader than 
the type of food one puts in one’s mouth.  
 Our relationships to food shape who we are not only literally through ingestion and its 
consequences but also by other means: through the values and meanings associated with foods and 
food-related items with which we align ourselves and through which we are aligned by others. We 
do this through choices of consumption or avoidance and through the ways we think about and 
imagine food. These factors are evident in the manner in which picture book creators use food 
references to fashion a character’s identity. Food is used in the corpus to communicate a character’s 
disposition by using food-related words in character names, drawing on word play and word 
association; by aligning a character with a food type or with a particular food-related behaviour as a 
visual handle; by linking a character’s food tastes with their personality; and by featuring food in 
the imaginings and dreams of characters. These couplings of food references with character identity 
confirm the proposition, examined in previous chapters, that food is a powerful signifier of cultural 
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values concerning not only what we eat but also who we are. The American writer Linda Sue Park 
(author of thirteen children’s novels and nine picture books) writes, “Food choices and habits are 
among the clearest ways I know to establish personality traits and idiosyncrasies … With a food 
scene, it takes only a few deft brush strokes to delineate a character as fussy or careless or generous, 
with action rather than static description” (233, emphasis in original). 
 In this chapter, I argue that by aligning certain foods and food-related behaviours with 
certain characters and types of interactions, book creators infuse these items and behaviours with a 
range of values. For example, references to positively framed central characters rejecting vegetables 
designate such foods as undesirable, even when taking into consideration the notion that the 
fictional world of the picture book invites an element of play that may frame characters’ food 
preferences as an ironic reversal of real world expectations. In addition, foods are already imbued 
with value outside the picture book world, allowing book creators to draw on an assumed shared 
vocabulary with the reader to imply meaning. For example, Leigh Hobbs uses a fish skeleton as the 
visual handle and surrogate teddy of the mischievous and disruptive character Old Tom whose 
behaviour often falls outside acceptable norms. Food values associated with character types and 
behaviours – as well as character values associated with food types – are usually positioned as 
conventional and uncontested within the picture book world (such as in the above examples) unless 
they are framed as exceptional for narrative purposes.  
 The discussion here will explore various strategies used by book creators to fashion 
characters on the page, and consider what the ramifications of these strategies may be in terms of 
food and children and sense of self, drawing on Perry Nodelman’s observation that, “Whether their 
producers are aware of it or not, texts always operate in various deliberate and non-deliberate ways 
to give readers ideas about themselves and their needs and desires” (The Hidden Adult 90). Whether 
a reader identifies with a character or not – whether the character is positioned as hero or anti-hero 
– the framing of a character in terms of their relationships with food presents potential ways of 
being and shapes imagined possibilities.  
 Before looking at the most common ways in which food and character identity are linked on 
the page I would like to take a brief look at representations of overweight characters, a topic that 
has received more attention in fictional texts for older children than in books for the very young 
(Averill; Webb, “Voracious Appetites”). Body shape is one aspect of characterisation that may be 
understood in extratextual terms to be linked with food-related behaviour, but is rarely connected 
with eating patterns on the page in picture books, and in itself can be problematic to identify. 
Illustrative representations often bend realism for stylistic purposes making it sometimes difficult to 
determine if a character is definitively underweight or overweight. In light of concerns with high 
levels of obesity in Australia (discussed further in the next chapter), particularly in children, it is 
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interesting to note that overweight children are rare in the corpus. Setting aside anthropomorphised 
non-human characters, only two titles feature obviously fat child characters. George, the rotund 
central protagonist in The Big Book of Happy Sadness (Thompson) – mentioned in the previous 
chapter in relation to the grandmother figure with a baked chicken – is a lonely orphan living with 
his similarly shaped grandmother (figure 5.1).  
 
 
Figure	  5.1	  Cover	  of	  The	  Big	  Little	  Book	  of	  Happy	  Sadness	  (Thompson).	  
 
He is framed as a bit of an outcast, reinforced by his attraction to a scruffy, unwanted dog at the 
local pound. An adult reader may recognise George as the type of child who could easily become a 
victim. This is in keeping with a trend in British literature in the second half of the twentieth 
century to represent the overweight child as unpopular, often a bully or a victim (Webb, “Food: 
Changing Approaches” 100, 101). In Horrible Harriet (Hobbs), the two main child characters are 
less realistically represented on the page but are both overweight and both cast as outsiders. Harriet 
is thickset and bigger than all the other characters on the page, her size together with her actions 
marking her as a formidable bully. Athol, the benign new boy who surprisingly befriends Harriet is 
obese compared to the other students, positioned in the school setting as solitary and a little odd. 
The eating behaviours of these characters are not featured in any way, and the framing of their 
identity is not directly related to their consumption of food, although the positioning of the fat child 
as an outsider is reiterated in both titles. 
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 Adult overweight characters are more common in the corpus, yet still infrequent. As 
opposed to the child outsider, they are positioned as carers and comforters, with their weight 
perhaps unconsciously linked to their age and role. Most are female, such as the grandmother who 
looks after George, mentioned above, and the grandmother in The Potato People (Pamela Allen) 
who looks after her grandson once a week, discussed in Chapter 3. Notable exceptions in terms of 
gender are representations of Santa Claus with his iconic big belly. Overweight or obese adults, 
therefore, are aligned with nurturing and pleasure-giving roles. 
 In a discussion focussing on young adult fiction, Jean Webb suggests that authors are 
responding to the “threat” of obesity in Western culture by rethinking the construction of the hero 
on the page: “the overweight adolescent is, as it were, being recon‘figured’” (“Voracious Appetites” 
120). However, the findings from the corpus suggest that contemporary picture books adhere to 
long-standing narrative conventions with overweight bodies accepted as belonging to certain types 
of characters: children who are outcasts in some way; and adults who are nurturers and comforters, 
or, in the case of Santa Claus, who are iconically “jolly.” It would be difficult to suggest that these 
characterisations assign particular values to eating behaviours as this would rely on extratextual 
factors and attitudes that readers bring to the reading event. Other iterations on the page linking 
character identity to food and food-related behaviours, however, are more obvious, as examined in 
the following sections. 
 
Food	  names	  
Perhaps the most direct way in which foods are aligned with character identity is through naming – 
both formal names and informal nicknames. The cast of characters from the corpus to be considered 
here includes Sunday Chutney, Pearl Barley, Charlie Parsley, Annabel Spoon, Herbert Kettle, Brian 
Banana Duck Sunshine Yellow, Aunty Pav, Strawberry Luca, Vegemite the dog and Applesauce 
the pig.19 In these names word play is as strong as word association, and rhythm and rhyme are as 
important as signification. The use of everyday nouns in unfamiliar contexts is a device that 
exaggerates the fictiveness of the story, helping to create characters that are in some ways like the 
people in the real world, and in other ways definitively different, sometimes simply because of the 
name. Yet food references in names, however playful, are necessarily imbued with meanings that 
are linked to culturally defined notions about the particular food type or food-related object of the 
name, or to our relationships with those foods. In this way the names may shape how we see the 
characters. 
                                                
19 Food references are also found in place names: “Lemonade Springs” (Tom Tom, Sullivan and Huxley), 
“Champagne Pools” (Santa’s Aussie Holiday, Farrer), “Mortadella Boulevarde” (Two Peas in a Pod, 
McKimmie) and “Vegemite Valley” (Scrambled Egg, Binks). 
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 Take for example the name of the title character of Brian Banana Duck Sunshine Yellow 
(McKimmie). The string of words associated by colour exhibit a playful randomness, with the 
absurdity of the name its strongest element. The central character explains, by way of introduction, 
that he has three first names – Brian, Banana and Duck – and one last name – Yellow – with 
“Sunshine” unaccounted for. He tells the reader that his grandmother calls him “Banana” and his 
grandfather calls him “Duck”. Brian is always pictured dressed in a yellow top and visor-less cap 
and orange pants and shoes. Every image of Brian shows him sporting a mask extending his nose in 
a duck-bill shape that looks in profile also like a banana. This reinforces the character’s 
individuality both conceptually and visually on the page. As a nickname, “Banana” implies 
overtones of something familiar, sweet and simple. It also has a comic element, as does the 
nickname “Duck.” There is a certain arbitrariness in “banana” as a word: it has a particular 
rhythmic shape, it signifies something yellow, and it identifies an edible fruit. The everyday 
iterations of these associations elicit a conceptual representation of what a banana is, including 
perhaps the more culturally nuanced idea of “banana” as an appropriate, convenient foodstuff for 
children. But a large part of the name’s charm and whimsy is its unlikelihood: “Banana” is an odd 
name and, as the duck-bill mask attests, Brian is a somewhat odd child.  
 When Brian goes to the supermarket with his grandmother he hides in the bananas, 
prompting “Na-na” (spelt throughout the text with the hyphen) to ask, “Where is my Banana? 
Where is my darling Banana?” As narrator, Brian says “People thought she was nuts.” On the next 
page Brian does becomes lost in the supermarket (the scene is discussed in the previous chapter) 
and the loudspeaker announces, “Na-na has lost her Banana.” The moment displays a flash of 
humour with the almost-rhyme and builds on the previous scene with the repetition of the 
word/sound, as well as the potential misunderstanding of whether the woman has lost a food item or 
a child or her mind. It also draws attention to the complex phonology of English that an emerging 
reader has to navigate. Even though nicknames are often different to standard names, the use of 
“Banana” over the public address system, rather than “Brian,” augments the celebration of 
unconventionality and eccentricity which lies at the heart of the narrative. In terms of a meaning 
loop, readers bring to the text their own ideas of the named food garnered from lived experience,20 
but I would also suggest the characterisation can shape a sense of the item featured: the charm of 
Brian’s character, and his innocent playfulness and whimsy, imbues the notion of “banana” with 
these same attributes. It is significant that all the “things” in Brian’s extended name are common 
currency in the world of the child and this enables a young reader to engage pre-existing schema. 
                                                
20 The popular Australian television series for young children Bananas in Pyjamas, with merchandising spin-
offs including books, is a strong cultural reference imbuing bananas with playfulness. 
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McKimmie comments that he drew on his own childhood experience with the name, as he had a pet 
duck called “Banana” when he was young (McKimmie, Personal Interview).  
 Not all names associated with food found in the corpus, however, exploit comfortable and 
common connotations in the world of a child. Author and illustrator Aaron Blabey has a particular 
penchant for food-related names, as found in three titles: Sunday Chutney, Pearl Barley and Charlie 
Parsley, and The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon. Unlike bananas, the food items chutney, pearl 
barley and parsley are not readily associated with the world of the child. The rhythm and rhyme of 
the names are the strongest hook for children, but the food types also carry meaning for adults. The 
title character of Sunday Chutney, whose capacity to imagine cupcakes was introduced in Chapter 1 
and her love of breakfast referenced in Chapter 4, describes herself as “a bit unusual,” as is her 
name. In addition, it is probably fair to say that chutney is an unusual food item for a young child, 
unless familiar with cuisines where it is a staple. Sunday has a more adventurous life than most of 
her peers due to being a seasoned traveller and having lived around the world. She is depicted as 
slightly awkward, proudly individualistic, and somewhat glamorous in her worldliness. In this way 
the chutney reference lends a flavour of spice and excitement to Sunday’s identity for those familiar 
with the taste of chutney. Perhaps Blabey, like many picture book creators, is directly addressing 
the dual audience, offering the adult reader something above and beyond what the story may offer a 
child.  
 This layer of meaning aimed at an adult audience is also evident with the name Pearl Barley: 
Pearl is not an uncommon girl’s name (although one not heard often today), but pearl barley as a 
food variety may not be widely known to young children. The book Pearl Barley and Charlie 
Parsley celebrates difference, featuring a friendship between the two title characters. Pearl is 
outgoing, loud and fearless; Charlie is shy, quiet and fearful. The possible signification of barley 
and parsley as staple foodstuffs is overridden by the oddity of these words as names and the rhythm 
and the rhyme of the words when spoken aloud. Blabey is strongly influenced by music and 
songwriting, seeing parallels between the three-minute pop song and the thirty-two page picture 
book (Blabey, “Meet Aaron Blabey”). This is apparent in the aurality of the character names and 
the fact that the names are repeated on nearly every page, and always in full as Pearl Barley and 
Charlie Parsley. This is quite different to the reading experience of Sunday Chutney which takes a 
first-person narrative point of view and thus the name only appears on the cover, title page and first 
page of the text where Sunday introduces herself by name to the reader. The rhythmic and rhyming 
value of this choice of nomenclature is not as pronounced in the reading experience. 
 When it comes to Annabel Spoon and Herbert Kettle – the central characters in The Ghost of 
Miss Annabel Spoon – it is the juxtaposition of ordinary kitchen utensils with extraordinary 
characters that gives the names their playfulness, and the fact that these words are quite rare as 
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surnames. The story, as mentioned in the previous chapter, is about the importance of reaching out 
to others. Young Herbert Kettle decides the only sensible way to rid the village of Twee from the 
plague of the ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon is to simply ask her what she wants. The answer is 
friendship – she is desperately lonely. In terms of the signification of the names, the ghost of Miss 
Annabel turns out to be as benign as a spoon, with ordinary desires for friendship as quotidian as 
her namesake. Herbert Kettle is practical, kind and warm – qualities that can be associated with the 
ritual of sharing a hot drink (and in keeping with the historical setting of the story in which kettles 
were used to heat water, not electric jugs). In these ways the food-related words resonate with the 
identity of the characters. Or, as suggested earlier, perhaps it is that the names create a resonance 
which helps shape the character identity. 
 These books show that authors consciously or unconsciously render food as a central 
signifier in the picture book world, drawing on the readers’ understanding of the food reference and 
its positioning in contexts beyond the book. This is particularly apparent in the use of food names 
for toys and pets. There is only one instance in the corpus of a toy being given a food name, and 
that is the doll called Strawberry Luca in Mannie and the Long Brave Day (Murray). The baby doll 
and Lilliput, the toy elephant, are Mannie’s companions on an “adventure.” The toys are 
anthropomorphised and active players in the story with Mannie taking the mothering role to care for 
the baby doll and the elephant taking the role of courageous saviour when Mannie gets scared. The 
implication of having toys with names is that the toy-owner is the one who has named them. 
Therefore the names are a manifestation of the toy-owner’s imagination. By using a food name that 
signifies something delectable, sweet and juicy, a common condiment on baked sweet foods, 
Murray sets up the idea that Mannie bestows these qualities on the doll. The name Strawberry Luca 
denotes not only the disposition Mannie projects onto the toy and her feelings towards it, but also 
her relationship with it. Strawberries are to some degree fragile and require careful handling so as 
not to spoil, and this is in keeping with the way in which Mannie cares for and interacts with the 
toy.  
 As with toy names, it is widely accepted that names for pet animals are unlike names used 
for people in the real world. They are usually playful, and often make reference to some aspect of 
the animal (sometimes obliquely) or to the relationship with the animal. There are two pet animals 
in the corpus with food-related names. In Tom Tom (Sullivan and Huxley) the Aboriginal family’s 
dog is named Vegemite, referencing the dark brown colour of the animal, as well as signifying 
something iconically Australian. The link here between name and identity relies on an 
understanding of what Vegemite is, not just what it looks like, but also its place in the Australian 
diet. As a staple in most Australian homes – supposedly the most popular food spread (“FAQs”) – 
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this is not a major leap for either child or adult readers in Australia; the link between name and 
identity is clear-cut.  
 Applesauce, however, as a delightfully tongue-in-cheek name for the pet pig who features in 
Applesauce and the Christmas Miracle (Millard and King), is less straightforward. The name may 
convey different meanings depending on the age of the reader. An adult is likely to appreciate the 
humour of the connection between name and animal, yet the traditional condiment accompanying 
pork is unlikely to be widely recognised as such by young children, unless they have grown up with 
pork and applesauce as part of their diet. The commonly understood relationship between the name 
and the animal in the adult world may be explained to a child, potentially stimulating awkward 
questions about whether the cute character is going to be killed and eaten. Alternatively, child 
readers may simply conjure their own version of what the two familiar words – “apple” and “sauce” 
– may mean when put together as a name. In terms of character identity, the name may therefore 
hold little symbolic meaning (or an unintended symbolic meaning) to a young child, whereas it is a 
playful reminder to the adult reader that our relationship to domesticated farm animals (aside from 
family pets) is primarily one based on consumption.  
 As the examples here have shown, the symbolic ramifications of food types and food-related 
objects in characters’ names depend not only on the framing of the character in the text, but also on 
the ideas and experiences the readers bring to the text. The symbiotic relationship between food as 
signifier of character and character as signifier of food comes to the fore in the work of Leigh 
Hobbs who exploits a different strategy for linking food to character identity, unashamedly using 
food items as visual handles or tags for characters in a number of his books, explored in the next 
section.  
 
Food	  as	  a	  visual	  handle	  
Leigh Hobbs uses the term “trademark” to describe his use of visual cues that are associated with a 
certain character (Hobbs, “Tom Tilley”). The mischievous cat Old Tom, for example, is almost 
always seen on the page with a fish skeleton in hand. To date there are eight Old Tom books, the 
first appearing in 1994, with the two titles in the corpus under study – Old Tom’s Holiday and Old 
Tom Man of Mystery – mentioned in the previous chapter in relation to eating out. Across all the 
Old Tom titles, it is always the same signature fish skeleton, its intact head sporting a friendly 
smile. The use of the visual handle serves two key purposes: firstly, by association it tells the reader 
something about the personality of the character; and secondly, as a narrative device it visually 
confirms Tom’s presence in a scene, even if the character himself is not visible. This latter purpose 
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speaks to the signifying power of the visual handle per se, and reinforces the meanings of the sign 
by claiming the sign as a substitute for the signified.  
 The fish skeleton isn’t the only visual handle for Old Tom: he is always pictured with a 
bandaged right foot and one black eye, and occasionally with one spiralling eye. When questioned 
about Old Tom’s “trademarks” Hobbs says, “I had to think of visual devices to make him look 
scruffy and naughty, as if he'd been knocked around” (“Tom Tilley”). The bodily trademarks render 
him somewhat human-like, yet his attachment to the fish skeleton positions him as “other,” and, I 
would suggest, operates as the strongest signifier of his character. A fish skeleton would, for most 
readers, be associated with stinky waste material. This may be from direct lived experience of the 
materiality of a fish carcass, or readers’ exposure to a range of intertextual media that could include 
books, television shows, advertisements and songs. The fact that this is the item paired with the 
protagonist gives his identity an underbelly that challenges the acceptable. The fish skeleton 
suggests Old Tom operates outside the realms of what is normally considered socially appropriate. 
He is devious and loveable, an anti-hero who gets away with rule-breaking behaviour, a disruptive 
character, just as Leigh Hobbs intended: “I started off illustrating other people’s books in 1990 but 
moved to creating my own characters as a response to the cutesy pie, goody two-shoe type 
characters I’d seen in children’s books. I wanted more character in my characters and so Old Tom 
was born” (Hobbs, “An Interview”). In this way Hobbs loads both the character and the food 
reference with specific values: character identity is informed by the cultural values associated with 
the food item, and the food item is informed by the cultural values associated with the character’s 
behaviour and disposition.  
 The power of the fish skeleton as a sign comes in part from its repeated use, but also from 
the relationship Hobbs sets up between the text and illustrations. Hobbs establishes a dual narrative 
in the Old Tom books: the text tells the story from the point of view of Old Tom’s surrogate 
mother, Angela Throgmorton, and the images show Old Tom’s version of events, revealing what he 
is really up to, out of Angela’s sight. In Old Tom’s Holiday, Angela sets off on a holiday on her 
own, leaving Old Tom at home. Or so she thinks. The reader can see that Old Tom is in fact trailing 
her every move. Hobbs makes visual references to Old Tom on each page, inviting the reader to 
find him. He is rarely hidden on the page; it is more the variety of ways that Hobbs can represent 
the character that marks the game, from a topiary cat with topiary fish tail jutting out, to a painting 
at a gallery that presents an enlarged version of Old Tom’s spiralled eye. The fish skeleton, 
however, as an object as opposed to a body part, has the added power of being able to be used as a 
substitute for the character. For example, the inclusion of the smiling fish head visible through an 
airplane window is enough to indicate Old Tom’s presence. Young readers are likely to recognise 
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that Old Tom is on the plane because his fish skeleton is visible, the visual handle helping children 
understand how to read signs.  
 Whether a child identifies with Old Tom or not, they could certainly identify with the notion 
of having an item as a constant, comforting companion, particularly one with a sweet smiling face. 
The fish skeleton is Old Tom’s surrogate teddy or toy. And in keeping with the notion of a mascot, 
it is interesting to note that Old Tom is not seen eating a fish in either of the titles under study. 
Despite the fact that the skeleton itself suggests prior consumption, Old Tom’s alignment with the 
fish skeleton is not about food ingestion, but about his alignment with the food-related object’s 
place at the lower end of the social order, relying to a large extent on a reader’s understanding of 
the materiality of the item as rubbish. 
 By contrast, the food-related visual tags in Fiona the Pig, another Hobbs title, are primarily 
about attitudes to food as edible items. The prim and proper Fiona enjoys “dainty” pink-iced 
cupcakes with cherries on top which she serves to her teddies in ordered afternoon tea rituals replete 
with tea pot, cups and saucers, milk jug and sugar bowl. Her parents – fulfilling the conventional 
stereotype of pigs as animals with voracious appetites who wallow in filth – surround themselves 
with food-related detritus: apple cores, bones, half-eaten food, spilt drinks. Fiona’s scruffy father is 
usually clutching a box of popcorn and her dishevelled mother is commonly shown with an ice-
cream cone in hand. The potential for the popcorn to spill and the ice-cream to drip is often realised 
in the illustrations. Whole cupcakes, as discussed in Chapter 1, are contained and neat by 
comparison, and in the illustrations featuring Fiona they are arranged in an orderly fashion on a 
tray. Iced cakes and cupcakes are also shown to be part of Mrs. Pig’s diet, although their 
representations are quite different: lines used to delineate the shapes of the cakes in Mrs. Pig’s 
realm are often untidy, the cakes are sometimes partially eaten, and rather than being presented on a 
tray, they are piled up in a wheelbarrow (see figure 5.2).  
 Popcorn, ice-cream cones and cupcakes are all widely understood as snacks or treats, and 
rather than the food itself it is the interaction with, and attitude to, the food that marks the 
characters’ identities. Mr and Mrs Pig eat at any and all times of the day, in a variety of settings 
both inside the home and out. Their consumption is not bounded by any meal or snack rituals. The 
unconstrained and constant eating of snacks is framed in a negative light in the real world, aligned 
with a lack of self-control. Within the fictional world of this title, this behaviour is presented as the 
epitome of “pig-ness.” On the other hand, Fiona’s careful arrangement of cupcakes on a tray as part 
of a somewhat formal ritual is framed as an habitual pattern of behaviour: “Fiona often had her 
dollies around for afternoon tea.” Pretend tea parties are common in the world of the child both 
inside and outside picture book pages, confirming Fiona as more like a human child than a 
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stereotypical pig, and exploiting the genre’s license to break rules.21 Fiona’s parents despair at their 
daughter’s un-pig like neatness and desire for order and cleanliness: “‘I’ve never heard of a pig 
serving dainty cakes from a silver tray,’ Mrs. Pig would always say. ‘Why won’t Fiona use a 
wheelbarrow like I taught her to?’” (figure 5.2). 
 
 
Figure	  5.2.	  From	  Fiona	  the	  Pig	  (Hobbs).	  
	  
 This linking of attitudes to food with identity playfully expresses the key themes of the 
story: accepting difference and not expecting those you love to be exactly like you. The humour and 
tension in the story lies in the twist of having parental figures disappointed and confused that their 
child behaves in ways the society outside the picture book world sees as appropriate and desirable. 
Positioning parents as messy slobs subverts the more traditional depiction of parents as controllers 
of order, while at the same time fulfilling the traditional understanding of pig-like behaviour.  
 The use of food in this title confirms the ways in which food and food practices are central 
in child–adult relations, a potent medium for the communication of social norms, even when those 
norms are specific to the constructed fictional world of the story. Hobbs relies on a shared 
understanding between himself and his readers that certain food items signify certain values and 
                                                
21 Pretend tea parties are found in five other titles in the corpus: Ella Kazoo Will Not Brush Her Hair (Fox 
and Wilcox), Emily’s Rapunzel Hair (Matthews and Blackwood), Mannie and the Long Brave Day (Murray 
and Rippin), Millie (Marsden and Rippin) and Sunday Chutney (Blabey).  
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particular behaviours are deemed acceptable or unacceptable. He consciously and comically 
subverts notions of appropriateness in his characterisations, necessarily relying on culturally 
assumed attitudes to food to make these subversions humorous. I would suggest this reliance on a 
meaning loop is also at play in explicit presentations of characters’ food likes and dislikes.  
 
Food	  preferences	  
Food tastes and distastes are multidimensional. There is a cultural dimension, with one’s culture 
understood to be the major determinant of food choice (Rozin “Why we eat what we eat” 28). There 
is a physical dimension, with different food types eliciting certain sensations and responses in the 
body. There is a moral dimension, with preferences (not only food) being converted into values 
such as “good” and “bad” (Rozin, “The process of moralization” 218). And there is the class 
dimension with an individual’s socio-economic status and related educational status shaping the 
development of preferences, including food preferences (Bourdieu 56). This complex of aspects 
makes a list of likes and dislikes a common device in fictive stories (including adult literature and 
film) for introducing a character to a reader or viewer. Such a list has the potential to concisely 
communicate much about the character’s identity: their ethnicity, their individuality, their morality 
and their social class. This device relies to a large degree on the readers and writers sharing the 
same cultural codes, and perhaps the same lived experience. In the context of picture books, these 
preferences must be meaningful (or at least understandable) in the world of the child as well as the 
adult, and perhaps this is why food often appears on these lists.  
 Deborah Lupton maintains that food preferences “are integral to the way people are 
regarded by others, and how they themselves construct a sense of self” (Food 94). In relation to the 
representation of food preferences in fiction, lists of food preferences are found in texts using third-
person narration, such as Herman and Rosie (Gordon) and Millie (Marsden and Rippin), mediating 
relations between book creators and readers. They are also in texts using first-person narration, such 
as Sunday Chutney, mediating relations directly between characters and readers. As for mediating 
relations between characters, in Two Peas in a Pod (McKimmie), one character’s choice of food 
item as a metaphor is judged by another. This is not presented as an eating preference but as an 
imaginative capacity, and will be discussed in the next section, “Imagining food.”  
 In Herman and Rosie, discussed in Chapter 3 in relation to the urban context, we are 
introduced to Herman thus: “He liked pot plants, playing the oboe, wild boysenberry yoghurt, the 
smell of hotdogs in the winter and watching films about the ocean.” On the opposite page we are 
told Rosie “liked pancakes, listening to old jazz records, the summertime subway breeze, toffees 
that stuck to her teeth, singing on the fire escape … and watching films about the ocean” (ellipsis in 
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original). These lists tell a sophisticated reader much about the idiosyncratic life experiences and 
aspirations of the characters, not just their preferences. To return to the concept of “telling details” 
introduced in Chapter 2 in reference to stereotypes, the details on these lists convey both abstract 
and specific qualities about the character. I would hesitate to suggest these preferences are integral 
to the way Herman and Rosie are regarded by readers, in terms of Lupton’s proposition, but I 
would argue they make a significant contribution to the ways in which their identities are 
understood by readers. Having an understanding about something does not imply a value 
judgement, which is inherent in the notion of how one is regarded by others. At the same time, this 
understanding is based on the characters’ own value judgements as laid out in their lists of 
preferences. The characters’ “likes” are necessarily given a positive value. In terms of food, both 
Herman and Rosie like items rich in sugar – sweet-flavoured yoghurt and toffee, with Herman also 
fond of the “smell” of hotdogs.  
 Many readers would be able to relate to this type of food preference through their own 
experience and their own tastes, even when, in this case, these tastes are the province of an 
anthropomorphised adult crocodile and an adult doe. Having characters express a preference for 
sweet foods is one of the more direct ways in which these foods are given a positive value. This 
value is enhanced when the foods are associated with a positive sense of self, as happens in Herman 
and Rosie. At one stage in the narrative both characters lose their jobs and their joie de vivre. In 
response, each character turns to food (as well as their Jacques Cousteau underwater film 
collections) to console themselves. Herman munches on pretzels, though this doesn’t lift him out of 
his despondency, and Rosie makes way more pancakes than she could possible eat, though notably, 
“This didn’t make her feel any better.” Food practices are included in the description of what the 
characters do at this point as a way of showing how the characters feel. Although pancakes are one 
of the foods Rosie likes, the intimation here is that she is somehow not herself.  
 Weeks pass before Herman and Rosie independently wake one morning with a sense that all 
is okay again. There is no obvious reason for this abrupt change in mood and rather than name the 
changed affect, the shift in disposition is explained as a renewed appetite for their preferred foods: 
“Then one morning something was different. Rosie woke suddenly – she needed toffee that stuck to 
her teeth! Herman woke suddenly – he had a craving for wild boysenberry yoghurt!” A restored 
desire to engage in the world is signified by a craving for desired, sweet foods. The characters 
aren’t shown consuming these foods, rather they are shown in separate images to each be sitting up 
in bed with a somewhat shocked look on their faces. The yearning for these foods does not precede 
the mood shift, but rather signifies the change. The characters’ appetite for life has returned; they 
have regained their sense of self. In this way, a hunger for sweet foods is aligned with a positive 
sense of self.  
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 Herman and Rosie are not the only characters in the corpus who clearly have a liking for 
sugar-rich food. In Sunday Chutney, crumpets are on the list of things Sunday likes, along with 
breakfast (mentioned in the previous chapter) and drum solos, marine biology and worthy causes. 
There is an image of a smiling Sunday, eyes closed, pressing food into her mouth, and a jar of 
honey in front of two towering stacks of crumpets. Fragments of food seem to be floating in the air 
around her head, as if in her eating frenzy she can’t fit all the delicious crumbs in her mouth. In 
Millie (Marsden and Rippin), the title character’s food tastes are not explicitly listed but implied by 
her actions, with her consumption or attempted consumption of cookies and cherries. The story 
centres on Millie’s naughty behaviour and the consequences (or lack of them) across a number of 
different scenarios. Like the dual narrative of Hobbs’s Old Tom stories discussed in the previous 
section, the text tells the version of events as Millie’s parents might understand it, and the images 
show the reader what Millie is really getting up to, unseen by her parents. Millie’s mischievous 
behaviour includes blaming the cat for the cookie jar shattering into a hundred and twelve pieces 
while the image shows her reaching for it, and blaming her baby brother for the disappearance of all 
the cherries from the fruit bowl, despite the tell-tale signs of cherry juice dripping down her chin, 
mentioned in Chapter 3 as one of the few references to fruit being eaten from a fruit bowl. Fruit also 
appears on the preference inventories of anthropomorphised animals: watermelon is on the list of 
likes for the title character in My Uncle’s Donkey (Riddle), and Pamela the cow is obsessed with 
pears in Too Many Pears (French and Whatley), with a penchant not only for fresh pears, but also 
pear pie with cream and stewed pears with ice-cream.  
 These examples of represented food preferences may be considered benign in their 
conventionality; there is nothing extraordinary about an imagined character enjoying sweet treats 
and sweet fruits, just as there is nothing extraordinary about a person in the real world having these 
taste preferences. We live in a sugar-rich culture in terms of the availability and promotion of such 
food items and a liking for sweet foods is not exceptional in our society. However, within the 
picture book world, these foods are given positive value not only through their real world 
significations but also through sets of internal relations. One of these involves the negative framing 
of vegetables, pitting sweet treats against vegetables.  
 While there are fewer titles listing characters’ distaste for certain foods, it is notable that the 
title characters in both Millie and Sunday Chutney are not only depicted as liking sweet foods but 
also as rejecting vegetables. The first scene in Millie shows a happy, smiling family at the dinner 
table (figure 5.3). The text reads: “Millie ate her broccoli and cauliflower, peas and pumpkin” 
(bold in the original, with these words in a larger font). This is the parents’ version of events, which 
suggests that eating the named vegetables is a good and right thing to do. 
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Figure	  5.3.	  First	  spread	  in	  Millie	  (Marsden	  and	  Rippin).	  
	  
The following wordless spread shows the viewer what is going on under the table as Millie 
surreptitiously lets her vegetables drop to the floor for the dog to eat (figure 5.4).  
 
 
Figure	  5.4.	  Second	  spread	  in	  Millie.	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The choice of a meal scenario to establish the relationship between Millie and her parents reinforces 
meals as a setting for the construction and reproduction of relations within families, as discussed in 
the previous chapter. The scene also communicates a popularly perceived idea that generally 
speaking children don’t like eating vegetables, and that parents find it difficult to get children to eat 
them. Certainly the actions shown in the image set up the idea that from a child’s perspective, these 
foods are not good to eat, although okay for the family pet. It could be argued that in this scene, as 
well as the previously mentioned scenes of the shattered cookie jar and empty berry bowl, the 
notion of getting away with outsmarting your parents is stronger than the suggested attitudes 
towards food types, yet Millie is still clearly displaying her food tastes to the reader. In so doing, the 
book creators consciously have their title character assign a negative value to the rejected foods. 
Furthermore, there are no adverse consequences in the story for Millie’s “naughty” behaviours 
(which descends to bullying a visiting child in one scene). This suggests that Millie’s food attitudes, 
although perhaps not desirable as far as her parents may be concerned, are tolerated. 
 This designation of vegetables as not good to eat is more blatant in Sunday Chutney. 
Sunday’s list of things she doesn’t like includes creamed corn (as well as sand in her swimmers, 
long dinner engagements, the first lunchtime at a new school and her lazy eye). An image shows 
Sunday, with a furrowed brow, pointing to a plate she is holding, a lumpy yellow mass sliding off 
the edge (figure 5.5).  
 
 
Figure	  5.5.	  Detail	  from	  Sunday	  Chutney	  (Blabey).	  
	  
Bits of corn explode from her wide open mouth in a violent expulsion from the body as if the food 
was dangerous to consume. This is not just dislike, but disgust, which is understood by sociologists 
as the most powerful reaction people have to food (Rozin, “Why we eat what we eat” 32), and as 
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opposed to distaste, is usually applied to things considered non-food. Certainly Sunday’s physical 
reaction to the creamed corn as shown in the illustration indicates the foodstuff is inedible. 
 The book creators of both Millie and Sunday Chutney may well intend to be innocently 
playful, perhaps relying on the reader’s understanding that the real world doesn’t necessarily work 
in the same way as the picture book world; readers can enter into these partly anarchic, inverted 
worlds knowing they can emerge safely, enjoying the carnivalesque moment without confusing it 
with reality. Nevertheless, the framing of vegetables in a negative light would seem to be a 
somewhat old-fashioned viewpoint in the twenty-first century, given the level of discussion across 
our society about the importance of a balanced diet, and given that “healthy” foods are now 
considered mainstream, as evidenced on our supermarkets shelves. Young children in Australia are 
encouraged to eat vegetables as snacks in school-based campaigns (such as Crunch&Sip), 
normalising the consumption of fresh fruit and vegetables. It is true, of course, that Sunday’s 
expressed food aversion, like Millie’s, exists in the fictional world, one purposefully different to the 
real world, however, I would argue that these title characters are positioned as models for ways of 
being and potentially influence a reader’s own partiality. The advertising industry is a testament to 
the idea that viewing the actions, attitudes and decisions of others, even in contrived settings, is 
understood to have an influence on viewers. Goldman and Descartes, in their 2016 content analysis 
of food depictions in books for preschool children, cite four papers documenting that “exposure to 
food messages in the media can influence children’s food preferences,” noting that books are part of 
the media mix in young children’s lives (203, 204). In the following chapter I will explore the 
implications of this further, but here wish to draw attention to the reiteration of positive and 
negative values ascribed to particular foods through listed character preferences, with the 
understanding that the values within the economy of the picture book diet may reverberate beyond 
the page.  
 While the texts discussed in this section frame food likes and dislikes as aspects of character 
identity, the featuring of food in the imaginative capacity of child characters is another way in 
which food-related value judgements in the corpus contribute to characterisation.  
 
Imagining	  food	  
It is understood that good food must be good to think about before it becomes good to eat (Mintz, 
Sweetness and Power 8), reinforcing the notion that food preferences are not just biological. Our 
intellectual and emotional understanding of what foods taste like – of whether they are good or bad, 
and of how to consume them, for example – are primarily social constructions. How we think about 
food shapes our relationships to what we eat. The very act of reading a picture book (or any book) 
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invites the reader to “think” about what is represented on the page. Yet I would suggest a 
particularly potent way of communicating how to think about food is offered to readers through the 
representations of characters imagining and dreaming of food. Some texts in the corpus quite 
explicitly apply judgements of “good” or “bad” to ways in which food is imagined. Here I’d like to 
return to Sunday Chutney’s inventive capacities introduced in Chapter 1 in the context of cupcakes 
mediating relations between the character and the reader. Sunday claims to have an “excellent 
imagination,” and imagination is recognised as one of the central themes of the story in the 
teachers’ notes put out by the publisher (Yates 1). As seen in figure 1.3, the illustration that shows 
this imaginative capacity sees her turn a scene where she is the only character at a long table into an 
Alice in Wonderland-like scenario, replete with cupcakes on a cake stand. The sweet treats in this 
scene have helped turn something ordinary into something wondrous, and the ability to conjure 
cupcakes (and the additional characters) is positioned as an unequivocally positive personality trait. 
The valuing of the capacity to think about sugar-rich foods frames the valuing of the sugar-rich 
foods themselves. 
 A similar paradigm is at play in No Bears (McKinlay and Rudge), discussed in the previous 
chapter in relation to celebrations. Ruby, the narrator, begins by addressing the reader directly: “I’m 
in charge of this book so I know everything about it – including the most important thing, which is 
that there are NO BEARS in it.” She goes on to very clearly state what she thinks is necessary for a 
book. Despite the hint of subversion with the banning of bears, and the contemporaneity of using a 
metafictive device (directly addressing the reader, parodying traditional narrative techniques), the 
list includes the standard fare for children’s stories from across the centuries: fairies, princesses, 
castles, “exciting things,” and “scary things.” There is no food mentioned, but the visual list that 
accompanies the text includes a green apple, pot of tea, cupcakes and gingerbread man, all of which 
are found in the story that Ruby goes on to invent. Ruby’s assertiveness over the story positions her 
as a comically heroic character (although her authority is somewhat undermined by the furtive 
appearance of bears on the page edges), and the inclusion of the sweet foods in her list of needs 
confirms that these are good and even necessary things to think about. Here the adult book creators 
are addressing child (and adult) readers with what they imagine a child book creator would think is 
important in a story, confirming sweet foods (and apples and tea) as key ingredients in the food 
vocabulary of this genre. 
 The suggestion that if a character is going to imagine food, they will imagine sweet food is 
repeated in other titles. In A Rat in a Stripy Sock (Watts and Francis), discussed in Chapter 3 in 
terms of the urban context, the stripy sock enhances the title character’s ability to imagine more 
pleasant circumstances than he experiences in reality. The scene where he transforms food waste 
into a sumptuous restaurant feast features layered cakes, iced cupcakes, fresh fruit and cheese. Most 
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of the food is in front of the diners, but one plate laden with an iced chocolate cake is held high by a 
waiter. Similarly, in Lizzie Nonsense (Ormerod), set in the nineteenth century on a remote bush lot, 
the young title character fantasises about food as an escape from her harsh reality: “‘Tonight,’ says 
Lizzie, ‘we will eat peaches, and cream, and little sweet cakes.’ ‘Such nonsense!’ says her mama. 
‘We are having turnips as usual.’” Other examples are the children in An Aussie Night Before 
Christmas (Morrison and Niland) who are snuggled up in bed, “While dreams of pavlova danced 
‘round in our heads”; the envisaged cakes and jellies accompanying tea with the angels in What the 
Sky Knows (Bourke and Danalis); and the ghostly cupcake in The Legend of the Golden Snail 
(Base) suggesting its presence in Wilbur’s subconscious, discussed in Chapter 1.  
 All these texts rely on the readers sharing the book creator’s understanding that sugar-rich 
treats evoke pleasure, and that either the ingestion of sweet foods or the context in which such foods 
are eaten are associated with enjoyable experiences. At the same time, the authors and illustrators 
grant these foods a positive value in the ways in which they are depicted and framed as desirable. It 
is a semiotic meaning loop. In Chris McKimmie’s Two Peas in a Pod, the positive value designated 
to thinking about sweet foods is heightened by a devaluing of thinking about vegetables. As we saw 
in Sunday Chutney and Millie, this draws on the internal relations in the picture book diet which pits 
sweet treats against vegetables. Here, however, the story concerns food as metaphor rather than 
edible product, suggesting how deeply embedded these values can be. Two Peas in a Pod is a story 
about friendship and the loss felt by the narrator, Marvin, when his best friend Violet moves away. 
It is also, in many ways, a story about the imagination. The first spread introduces the relationship 
between the children as being as close as “two peas in a pod.” They go together like “roundabouts 
and swings, a pair of wings, the oo in moo, fish and chips, hops and skips, socks and shoes, salt and 
pepper, strawberries and cream, pie and sauce.” This list – in a variety of fonts, colours and sizes – 
is phrased as though these associations are Marvin’s choices. The featuring of commonly paired 
foods substantiates the extent to which food references are regarded as readily understandable in a 
child’s world and thus fertile ground for simile and metaphor, even when the food qualities of the 
reference are insignificant.  
 In the third spread Violet and Marvin are lying on the grass in the park looking up at the 
clouds and naming what they can see. This is introduced as something they do every time they go to 
the park. Violet says, “I can see cottonwool castles and marshmallow kingdoms” and asks Marvin 
what he can see. He responds, “All I can see are cauliflowers.” The hint of judgement in Marvin’s 
narration with the use of “All I can see” (my emphasis), implies that cauliflowers are not as good as 
cottonwool castles and marshmallow kingdoms to envisage in the clouds, and are indicative of an 
imaginative deficit. While it could be argued that this is an over-reaching interpretation of a 
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relatively benign comment, the exchange is significant enough for the characters to return to it later 
in the story. 
 About half way through the narrative Violet moves to another city and Marvin experiences a 
deep sense of loss. Months later his mother buys him a plane ticket to go and visit Violet, and they 
re-establish their connection by once again happily watching the clouds (figure 5.6).  
 
 
Figure	  5.6.	  From	  Two	  Peas	  in	  a	  Pod	  (McKimmie).	  
	  
Violet asks, “can you still only see cauliflowers in the clouds?” to which Marvin replies, “No … I 
can see sailing ships, woolly elephants, marshmallow dinosaurs, ice-cream pillows and …” He is 
cut off by Violet, who says “OK … OK” in acknowledgement, and, one can assume, approval, or at 
least satisfaction. The illustration on this spread, and on the pages where the characters first look at 
the clouds, adopts an aerial point of view so that the reader is looking down on the characters. 
Perspective is bent so that the reader also sees loose-lined clouds along the top of the page shaped 
as uneven blobs. There is no visual hint of the items named by the children in these shapes, 
confirming that their conceptions reveal subjective thinking patterns rather than objective physical 
shapes.  
 The cloud game figures as a symbol of the close connection between the characters, a mark 
of their friendship. It is the only repeated activity that the friends do both before and after Violet 
moves away. It is a symbol of constancy amidst change, and yet there is change within the game as 
Marvin’s responses come in line with Violet’s. This similitude is positioned as comfortable and 
safe. Violet’s repeated “OK” is not only in response to the cloud images, but is a comment on the 
broader state of affairs. Everything is okay now that the two of them are able to play their familiar 
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games and now that Marvin is seeing the same sort of things in the clouds as Violet. The 
implication here is that different perspectives are potentially problematic in a friendship and that 
close friends should see the world in similar ways. At the same time, the scene also implies that it is 
better to have a sweet-filled imagination than one populated by brassicas. Furthermore, whether 
intentional or unconscious, Two Peas in a Pod suggests that how a character thinks about food has 
the potential to shape relationships by contributing to how that character is regarded by others. It 
presents a clearly articulated fictional example of how individual food preferences are socially 
constructed.  
 
Conclusion	  
The discussion in this chapter has shown that book creators turn to food references to help construct 
the identity of a character by employing food names, using food as a visual trademark for a 
character, articulating a character’s food preferences, and proposing ways child characters think 
about food. The ability for these references to convey meaningful aspects of character identity relies 
on the books drawing on and reiterating (as well as sometimes inverting) culturally embedded food 
values that are underpinned by extratextual significations, and assumes, to some degree, shared 
lived experiences between book creators and their readers. Thus an unusual food featuring in a 
name is able to signify an unusual character, attachment to a fish skeleton is able to signify a 
character who exhibits socially unacceptable behaviour, an appetite for desired sweet foods is able 
to signify a positive sense of self, and the ability to think of sugar-saturated imagery is able to 
signify interpersonal cohesion. 
 The book analyses reveal a repetition in the corpus of sugar-rich foods positioned as having 
a positive value within the picture book diet, one associated with pleasure, particularly when paired 
with the assignation of negative value to vegetables. I would argue that the framing of these values 
as arising from, or attached to, child characters or child-friendly anthropomorphised animal 
characters who are central to the storylines, presents these as possible ways of being, thinking, and 
feeling to young readers, thus potentially contributing to their sense of self. Although the efficacy of 
the promotion of these food values in the world beyond the page may be impossible to determine, 
the notion that children’s literature has the ability to shape a child’s sense of self is widely discussed 
in the academic literature (Bradford, Unsettling Narratives 26; Coats, “Lacan and Runt Pigs” 125; 
Mallan, “Imagining Identity” 149; Nodelman, The Hidden Adult 113). The examples examined in 
this chapter support Nodelman’s suggestion that the “generic markers of children’s fiction” may be 
the “ways in which its shared surface characteristics operate to provide readers with a reading 
experience that encourages them to feel and think certain specific thoughts and work to make them 
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think of themselves and others in certain specific ways” (The Hidden Adult 113). Karen Coats does 
not confine the capacity for texts to influence identity formation to those for children: “Western 
culture has built its religious traditions, its academic traditions, its popular culture all on the basis of 
the book. It should come as no surprise to think that we would construct our identities through the 
book as well” (“Lacan with Runt Pigs” 125).  
 With picture books it is significant that this influence is mediated by the specific context of 
the reading occasion with its dual audience, augmenting the role of the text in identity formation 
with the extratextual influence of adult readers’ participation in the event. Seen through the lens of 
food, the notion that the values and meanings reiterated in the economy of the picture book diet 
may reach across the edge of the page to contribute to young readers’ emerging relationships to 
food and their understanding of social and cultural food codes raises a range of issues in terms of 
the intersections between the picture book diet and discourses on nutrition as well as the roles of 
nostalgia and play in these texts. These issues are explored next, in the final chapter. 
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Chapter	  6	  
The	  Picture	  Book	  Diet	  
 
The term diet is most commonly associated with the intake of food, in particular the kinds of food 
that a person or animal habitually eats, or a restricted course of food for controlling weight or for 
medical reasons. However, the etymology of the word indicates the term was originally used to 
denote a way of living or thinking; it derives from the Latin diaeta and Greek diaita, meaning “to 
live” (Onions 506). Food choices and habits are one aspect of a way of life but have come to be 
primary in our understanding of the use of the term diet. I would suggest the broader origins of the 
word are echoed in contemporary usage of food-related words and images in our everyday 
language. We talk of feeding the mind as well as the body, of not just ingesting food and drink, but 
also information, attitudes and emotions, using all the senses, including sight and hearing. We use 
the term diet to refer to regular activity, as in the notion of “a diet of light exercise” or “a diet of 
loud music,” and to social trends, as in media discussion of “a diet of violence” being offered to 
viewers.  
 The notion of a picture book diet as discussed in this thesis draws on this amalgam of 
meanings, with the previous chapters using the lens of food and food practices to examine how texts 
“feed” ideas and understanding to their audiences, not just about what to eat, but also about identity, 
place and social relationships. This chapter examines what characterises this diet in terms of the 
types of foods that are found in the books studied, and the positioning of these foods to accord them 
value. To this end the chapter partly adopts a content analysis approach to look at the frequency 
with which different categories of foods appear in the corpus, with particular attention to those most 
commonly represented: sugar-rich foods, fruit, vegetables and bread. What emerges is a “diet” at 
odds with recommendations promulgated in public health discourses in terms of what we should 
and shouldn’t be eating to maximise physical and mental health. I argue that if we perceive texts for 
young children to play a role in shaping their understanding of the world, it is useful to consider the 
influence picture books have on children’s emerging relationships to food through the 
representation of food types, particularly in an era where diet-related illnesses have become a cause 
for national and international concern. To understand the reasons underlying the configuration of 
the picture book diet I consider the structural requirements of narratives, the role of nostalgia in 
children’s literature and the element of play and pleasure in picture books.  
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 To tease out the influence picture books are understood to have in young children’s lives, in 
particular the relationship between a “picture book diet” and eating patterns and behaviours in the 
real world, I would like to explore first the ways in which children’s literature has been categorised 
in the academic literature and in the publishing industry.  
 
Education	  or	  entertainment?	  
Children’s fiction, as discussed in the Introduction, is widely understood to belong “firmly within 
the domain of cultural practices which exist for the purpose of socializing their target audience” 
(Stephens Language and Ideology 8). The perspectives offered by the books, therefore, present a 
version of the world, tending “at some level (whether or not they are aware of this) to encourage 
readers to subscribe to their view of what children/childhood and society should be like” (Reynolds, 
“Introduction” 3). This pedagogical feature of children’s fiction, whether conscious or unconscious 
on the part of book creators, is largely considered a given in the disciplines of education and 
children’s literature studies, as is an appreciation of the power of story to engage and entertain. 
Books for the young are understood to be invested in conveying modes of imagining and 
comprehending the self and the surrounding world, delivering a key idea within an appealing and 
compelling context. As such, the heading for this section could be understood to suggest a false 
bifurcation. However, the distinction draws attention to the effect texts have on readers, which may 
or may not relate to the intent of book creators. Furthermore, it highlights a division that exists in 
book industries in many countries, including Australia, between “educational” and “trade” 
publishing. 
 Educational publishers produce books specifically as learning tools for schools and tertiary 
education institutions, tailored to the curriculum. They often sell their titles as class sets. Trade 
publishers produce books that are likely to be found in bookshops and libraries, and are sold to the 
general public and interested institutions. The two categories tend to have different distribution 
networks, and while many “trade” books are found in school libraries and teachers’ collections, 
“educational” titles are less commonly found in bookshops. In Australia, standard publishing 
contracts offer lower royalties to writers for educational titles, and these books are rarely nominated 
for book awards; all the books under study here, and those generally discussed in academia, are 
trade publications. Book creators, as professionals working in the industry, are well aware of these 
sector differences and widely regard the label “educational” as denoting a particular type of 
publication produced within particular parameters.  
 Freya Blackwood claims educational publishers are more prescriptive than trade publishers 
about what should be portrayed on the page: “You get censored a lot more. Every child has to wear 
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a hat and there’s got to be a combination of different skin colours and someone in a wheelchair. As 
a creative person that’s not fun, to be told what you have to do” (Blackwood). When Blackwood 
was working on her first title for the trade market after having worked in the educational sector, she 
asked her publisher whether it was okay to have an illustration of children riding motorbikes on a 
farm without helmets (for the book Two Summers, discussed in Chapters 3 and 4): “I was told, 
‘This isn’t an educational book, we’re not lecturing children, we’re just creating entertainment’” 
(Blackwood). This distinction appears to align educational texts with stories that have a clear 
pedagogical intent. Ann Whitford is succinct on this point in her book aimed at budding children’s 
writers: “We’re in the business of writing engaging stories, not teaching lessons. Leave that to 
educators” (14). This view is shared by many other book creators. Leigh Hobbs (whose works have 
been discussed in detail in Chapters 4 and 5) has a background in education but says, “I don’t see 
my role as primarily a teacher in my books. … I hope the kids see them as entertaining but [that] 
somehow something within the words and pictures and the combination makes them feel good, or 
better” (Hobbs Interview).  
 The notion that any text for children is “just” entertainment (to return to the publisher’s 
comment to Blackwood) is arguable given what we know about child development. Graeme Base 
(who has four titles in the corpus under study) acknowledges this in an interview in which he twice 
states “I’m not an educator” but goes on to say, “I know there is educational value in my books but 
I do not set out to teach anyone anything; only to share things I find interesting/amusing/beautiful/ 
important” (Beales and Zeegers 16). His intent is not to teach, but he recognises the educative effect 
of his work. Blackwood also understands this effect although frames it as linked to the dual 
audience specific to the genre of picture books for young children: “It’s got to be a mix of 
something enjoyable and entertaining, and obviously educational as well, but there’s a parent 
behind the book who is also able to discuss it” (Blackwood Interview). Here Blackwood hints at the 
interplay of textual and extratextual elements that frame the reading event, where narratives inspire 
questions and discussion between the readers. Blackwood, like Base, does not identify with the 
label educator, yet she is aware that there are certain things she wants to say in her work. In Look, A 
Book! (Gleeson and Blackwood, discussed in Chapter 3, see figure 3.6) she consciously wanted to 
explore what it would feel like if there was very little natural environment left in our lives 
(Blackwood). Her illustrations thus communicate a particular world view and with or without adult 
involvement, her images convey ways of being and imagining the world that are designed to impact 
young minds.  
 Blackwood’s stated aims highlight the role of images in texts for pre-literate children. 
Before children can decipher words, they learn to read the messages of pictures, making them 
potent vehicles for the transmission of ideas. Karen Coats notes:  
 147 
If the self could be said to have a single structural invariant over time and across 
cultures, it is that it is mimetic; children learn how to be in the world through watching 
and imitating others, and by striving to embody those representations that seem to have 
cultural value. (“Postmodern Picturebooks” 81) 
This view – drawing on the basic tenets of social learning theory that posit learning occurs through 
observation of actions and their consequences – grants picture books the potential to influence how 
young readers conceptualise themselves (and by extension their relationships to food), assuming, as 
I am, that the representations in such texts are deemed to have “cultural value.” This reference to 
cultural value could be understood in two ways. Firstly, there are the values in representations 
found in cultural artefacts. As the previous chapters have argued, textual and illustrative references 
in picture books are imbued with socially prescribed values, whether consciously or unconsciously 
promoted. Secondly, there is the value afforded to the book by the culture itself. Some may argue 
that in the twenty-first century, moving images on screens are more influential than static 
illustrations in bound books, yet, as outlined earlier in the thesis, the strong emphasis on literacy in 
our education systems bestows value on page-based texts for young children. Aside from this 
generalised value, the titles researched for this thesis have all been afforded specific value through 
awards systems or through popularity with buyers, recognisable even to pre-literate readers by the 
gold sticker that commonly adorns the covers of shortlisted, award-winning or bestselling books.  
 What then, in terms of diet, are contemporary Australian picture books presenting to 
readers? What are the books “teaching” readers, whether by intent or effect, about diet and 
relationships to food through the ways in which food and food practices are represented? Louise 
Collins notes, “If selves are constituted partly through apprenticeships in the value-laden 
representational resources of our culture, and this partly through learning to read picture books, then 
it matters what assumptions those books express and conceal” (119). It is only possible to identify 
such assumptions, particularly those that may be concealed, with reference to extratextual factors, 
to the world beyond the book. To understand the potential cumulative effect of exposure to 
aggregations of food types and food practices found in the corpus on a child’s emerging relationship 
to food, it is salient to consider how the picture book diet intersects with discourses on nutrition and 
food choice.  
 
Nutrition	  and	  food	  choice	  
We are bombarded with a plethora of recommendations about what to eat and what not to eat from 
a variety of sources including medical, public health and nutrition organisations; educational 
institutions; advertising; and news and media outlets. These recommendations may be based on 
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scientific research, on social mores, on corporate interests or on popular belief, and are only part of 
the complex web of information, habits and socioeconomic status that frame our dietary choices. 
The major determinant of what we eat is our culture (Rozin, “Why we eat what we eat” 27). 
Researchers in the area of food studies acknowledge childhood as a significant time of enculturation 
concerning food. Mintz notes that childhood food preferences emerge “within the bounds laid down 
by those who do the nurturing, and therefore within the rules of their society and culture” 
(Sweetness and Power 4). Lupton concurs, pointing out that choices about the foods parents eat and 
offer children are structured and shaped within cultural contexts of class, region and nation, and 
these parental choices and adult tastes are shaped in ways of which we are “barely aware” by the 
food we are offered from earliest childhood (“Heart of the Meal” 94-95). Nutritional scientists also 
understand that attitudes toward food are established in early childhood (Matvienko 602), 
potentially leading to lifetime eating patterns (Byrne and Nitzke, “Nutrition Messages” 361). 
 Although eating is about much more than satisfying physiological needs (Ashley et al. 61), 
the physiological consequences of our food choices influence both the nature of our discussions 
about food and the recommendations promulgated. The choices that Australians have been making 
about what to eat have led to rising levels of “overweight” and obesity,22 trends which “have come 
to dominate population health priorities in most Western countries because of the multitude of 
physical and psychological health problems which are believed to develop from increased body fat” 
(Coveney 142). The rise in childhood obesity in particular has been widely reported in the media 
since the early 2000s and the term “obesity epidemic” is now common parlance. In 2003 the 
Australian government’s National Obesity Taskforce published Healthy Weight 2008 in response to 
figures indicating that rates of overweight and obesity among adults and children “have almost 
doubled over the last two decades” (i). The document states that “the initial focus of a national 
effort will be on children and young people (0-18 years) and the families that influence and support 
them” (iv), acknowledging the important role of establishing healthy eating patterns in childhood 
for life-long wellbeing.  
 In 2013 the Australian government issued updated Australian Dietary Guidelines (ADG) 
providing advice about the amounts and kinds of food we “need” to eat in order to obtain “good 
health” and “help reduce our risk of chronic health problems such as heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 
some cancers and obesity” (NHMRC, “ADG Summary” 1). These guidelines, disseminated to the 
community through education and advertising campaigns, state that the recommendations are 
“based on scientific evidence, developed after looking at good quality research” (NHMRC, “ADG 
                                                
22 In the nutrition and health discourses, the term “overweight” is used as a noun as well as an adjective, 
referring to a condition where one’s weight is higher than is considered healthy, but below obesity levels. It 
is often used in conjunction with the term “obesity.” 
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Summary” 1), privileging scientific rationales. However, such rationales are also shaped in part by 
culture. John Coveney draws attention to the social forces that underlie the framing of “good 
health” in his examination of the history of nutrition in Australia: 
[T]he dietary habits of the population are judged in relation to indices of nutrient needs 
or “recommended dietary intakes,” which themselves are subject to change on the basis 
of “new” findings. … In the end, what is considered to be nutritionally adequate is a 
judgement based on what is considered to be “optimal” or “proper functioning.” And 
since there are no a priori conditions on which to judge what is “proper,” this has to be 
socially defined; it is based on a society’s expectations of its individuals. (103) 
 The unstable notions of “healthy” and “unhealthy” eating practices are called into play by a 
range of agencies (medical, cultural, commercial) to influence both adults and children when it 
comes to food choices. Labels of “good” and “bad,” often originating from public health discourses 
as well as cultural conventions, grant food and eating behaviours moral significance, a 
conceptualisation that is found across cultures (Steim and Nemeroff 480). However, this does not 
mean that food choices will follow a moral imperative. For example, while we may feel virtuous 
about eating “good,” “healthy” food, we may also delight in eating something “sinful,” or choose to 
eat something we know is “bad” for us. In this way our food choices may sometimes consciously 
incorporate but also override scientifically based dietary guidelines. This is borne out in studies of 
population health. The 2013 Australian Dietary Guidelines recommended that Australians eat more 
of certain food types, including vegetables, fruit and grains, and less of others, including high-sugar 
foods such as cakes, ice-cream and soft drinks (NHMRC, “ADG Summary” 3). However according 
to Australian Bureau of Statistics data from 2014-2015 (the latest figures available at time of 
writing) the percentage of Australians who are overweight or obese has remained stable since 2011-
2012: 25.7 percent of children and 63.4 percent for those aged over eighteen (ABS, “National 
Health Survey”).23 It is clear we are prioritising influences outside public health nutrition discourses 
when it comes to our food choices. From this perspective it is salient to consider the role of 
representations in culturally produced artefacts such as picture books in communicating the value of 
food types to their readership or, to borrow from Louise Collins quoted earlier, in expressing or 
concealing assumptions about food values. 
 Before examining what these values are in relation to the different food categories that 
constitute the core of the picture book diet, I would like to consider studies that have addressed the 
                                                
23 While factors other than what we eat contribute to our weight (such as exercise and genetic 
predisposition), our diet is clearly linked to our physical health. 
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possibility that representations on the page are able to influence food-related attitudes and 
behaviours beyond the page. Although this is a fundamental given in the multi-billion dollar 
advertising industry, when it comes to fiction, cultural theorists are often more circumspect about 
claiming a reader’s actions and thoughts may be directly influenced by a text, partly because of the 
potentially problematic research that would be involved in measuring reader response and isolating 
extratextual variables, particularly concerning reader agency. In reference to the reading event and 
dual audience of picture books, a reader’s active and interactive relationship with the page can 
become a focal point of the research. Studies from the public health perspective in the USA have 
shown that exposure to certain vegetables framed positively in picture books for young children 
leads to an increase in consumption of that food type (Byrne and Nitzke, “Preschool Children’s 
Acceptance”; Houston-Price et al.). One study highlights the interactive nature of the dual audience, 
concluding that picture books are particularly effective in changing children’s eating behaviours 
when the children are actively involved in the reading event, answering questions about the story 
(de Droog et al. 73).  
 In recognition of this potential for picture books to influence food preferences, there have 
been a number of recent studies (four published since 2013) surveying the types of foods or food-
related behaviours found in picture books for preschoolers (Byrne and Nitzke, “Nutrition 
Messages”; England et al.; Goldman and Descartes; Gordon and Scarfo; Matvienko). These content 
analyses, published in journals of nutrition, dietetics and paediatrics, highlight deficits in the food 
choices being modelled by characters in the texts surveyed in relation to government-issued dietary 
guidelines. Recommendations from the studies vary from suggesting nutritionists become involved 
in book selections for preschools (Goldman and Descartes) and libraries (Matvienko), to using 
picture books to enhance nutrition education (Byrne and Nitzke, “Nutrition Messages”). All the 
studies suggest that exposure to children’s fiction may influence behaviour. Goldman and Descartes 
point to cultivation theory and social learning theory as offering explanations for the mechanisms at 
play to explain how the symbolic world depicted in picture books “may affect children’s 
perceptions about foods through normalising the foods that are depicted and through modeling 
attitudes and emotions associated with various food choices” (204). Matvienko also draws attention 
to the potential for picture books to have an impact on adult readers: “it is conceivable that parents 
learn from these books as well. Fiction stories feature adult–child dialogs, model behaviors, and fill 
information gaps” (606). 
 The interest in representations of food in picture books from a nutritional science 
perspective acknowledges the mimetic effect of fictional foods and food practices and thus the role 
texts for young children potentially play in shaping emerging relationships to food. While it is 
problematic to assert any direct influence, and I cannot predict influence, I will proceed on the 
 151 
assumption that at least through repeated and reinforced readings, picture books will have an impact 
and this impact may well contribute to the formation of attitudes to food and eating, especially in 
terms of the normalisation of foods in various contexts.  
 
Makeup	  of	  the	  picture	  book	  diet	  
In picture books, food items appear in illustrations, are named in the text to indicate their presence 
in the story, or are referred to in the text in metaphors or similes. As outlined in Chapter 1 in 
relation to cupcakes, food items are given value in the economy of the picture book world through 
the ways they are positioned in the narratives: as social currency (mediating relations between 
characters within the narrative), as signifying imaginative capacity (mediating relations between 
characters and the reader), and as attention-grabbing “things” on the page (mediating relations 
between book creators and the reader). Discrete items on a page may, of course, become uncoupled 
from their context, depending on how the reader relates to textual and visual narratives, and how the 
reader relates to the book as object. In such cases, the item’s value arises from extratextual 
meanings. My interest here is to consider the cumulative effect of exposure to certain food types. 
Joseph Schwarcz, in advocating for illustrated books to be “a naturally constant part of the 
environment the child grows in,” acknowledged that “the cumulative effect on the individual 
aesthetic and humanistic development of the child can be substantial, valuable, or otherwise” (7). 
Although not being in a position to judge the effect of food references on readers, I would argue 
that an acknowledgement that the effect can be cumulative is important. 
 The major food categories found in the corpus of 170 books are sugar-rich foods 
(predominantly cakes, cupcakes, biscuits and ice cream), fruits (fresh, usually whole), vegetables 
(fresh and cooked) and bread (including sandwiches and toast). The most common food type 
represented is sweet: there are over ninety textual and/or visual references to sweet foods spread 
across eighty-two titles (forty-eight percent of the corpus). The next most frequent food category is 
fruit, with sixty-seven references across fifty-one titles, then vegetables – fifty-one references 
across forty-seven titles, and bread – fifty references across forty-six titles. Beverages are also 
repeatedly referenced, particularly cups of tea and coffee (as discussed in Chapter 3), but meats and 
dairy are rare. The types of depictions vary and suggest a range of relationships to differing food 
categories that have implications for how they might be understood by the reader. For example, the 
majority of the references to sweet foods (sixty-eight percent) position them as destined for 
consumption. In contrast, the majority of the fruit depictions (sixty-four percent) are not connected 
to the idea of ingestion, rather they are an indicator of setting and characterisation, or are used as 
decoration. Most of the vegetable references involve eating, cooking or acquisition, although 
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growing vegetables in a domestic garden accounts for almost twenty percent of depictions. Bread, a 
staple that carries significant symbolic value as a basic, sustaining food type, is almost always 
shown as part of a meal or snack (seventy-six percent of references). 
 
Sugar-­‐rich	  foods	  
Over two thirds of the references to sugar-rich foods in the corpus position them as snacks to 
accompany family-centred or social rituals, as a dessert element in a meal, as part of a range of 
foods (sometimes exclusively sweet) on offer at a party or celebratory occasion such as Christmas, 
or being prepared for consumption at a later time. Other references include shop signage, sweet 
foods stored in pantries or fridges, as well as sweet foods being purchased, featuring in the 
imagination of characters or appearing in the peritext (endpapers and imprint pages). Aside from 
one title that positions a cake as central to the storyline – Crocodile Cake (Morgan and Nixon), 
discussed in Chapter 4 – all the other depictions are either incidental or featured on a single page. 
Sweet treats appear in scenes that would be considered conventional in the world beyond the page, 
and are depicted as a normal part of the diet, including in the context of special occasions. It is 
unexceptional, for example, to have a plate of biscuits at an afternoon tea gathering, a big round 
cake at a birthday celebration, or striped candy canes at Christmas. In this way, such foods are 
positioned as ordinary, even in extraordinary contexts. It is interesting to note there are few detailed 
textual descriptions of sugar-rich treats, with writers relying on the images to “show” rather than the 
text to “tell.” Although the scope of this research has not allowed for a comparison with titles from 
earlier decades, Sally Zwartz has noted a change over time in the how food is written about in 
children’s books which supports this observation of the ordinariness of sweet foods in 
contemporary titles. She claims that over the past few decades the language in texts has “lost its 
specificity and surrendered its power to describe” citing lush descriptive passages about pancakes 
from the 1920s and 30s and short, utilitarian sentences that convey the bare minimum in the 2000s 
(19). This is in line with the finding discussed in Chapter 4 regarding the generally low-key spreads 
of food in illustrations in the corpus in contrast to the renowned feasts of earlier books such as Enid 
Blyton’s The Famous Five series. 
 It is important to note, however that this ordinariness is not necessarily neutral in affect: the 
rituals of snacks, desserts and celebrations are usually framed in a positive light in the books, 
overwhelmingly imbuing the foods with positive value. Even the menacing title object in Crocodile 
Cake confirms the value of sweet foods by presenting a cake made with unconventional ingredients 
– rotten eggs, potato peel, slimy slugs and cabbage leaves – as dangerous. The meaning and affect 
of references to cakes, biscuits, ice cream, chocolates, lollies and soft drinks rely on a shared 
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understanding between the book creators and readers about the signification of sweet foods in the 
real world, their desirability as well as their materiality. Illustrations of sugary treats are usually 
easily identifiable, drawing on a reader’s familiarity with what such foods look like, and the 
contexts in which they are most likely to appear. Writers rely on extratextual associations with 
sweet treats in their use of sugar-saturated imagery. For example, Santa’s “round bulging belly” in 
An Aussie Night Before Christmas “shook when he moved like a plate full of jelly” (Morrison and 
Niland). Santa, an iconic character associated with the excitement and treats of Christmas, is 
described with reference to a food commonly associated with celebration and children’s parties. It is 
the textural properties of jelly that is being conjured in the belly simile, but food imagery may be 
linked more directly with taste. To explain to the reader a polar bear’s appetite for fish in The Very 
Hungry Bear, Nick Bland writes, “Now a fish to a bear is like a chocolate éclair, it’s incredibly hard 
to resist.” There is no image of an éclair on the page, and many young reader’s would not be 
cognisant of an éclair’s shape and texture, although they could ask an older reader. Yet the positive 
value is still communicated through the fun of the rhyme, through the reference to chocolate 
(familiar), and through the large smile on the bear’s face.  
 Taste, however, is not the only sense that is engaged when sweet foods are used as similes. 
In Graham’s Dimity Dumpty, the title character’s flute playing, widely admired by her circus peers 
is described thus: “The music slips under doorways, through skylights and windows … as surely 
and pleasantly as the smell of hot chocolate.” In another sound-related image, Herman hears 
“wonderful” singing on his way home from work in Herman and Rosie. The smile on his face in the 
illustration is augmented by the text, “It made him feel like he had eaten honey straight from the 
jar” (Gordon). In these examples, the positive affect implied by the food reference is made explicit 
through statement: the taste of a chocolate éclair is “hard to resist,” the smell of hot chocolate is 
“pleasant,” eating honey straight from the jar is “wonderful.”  
 In Where does Thursday go? Splodge’s attempt to answer the title’s question leads him to 
attribute physical substance to a period of time by describing Thursday as “big and round, like my 
birthday cake” (Brian and King). It is an arbitrary pairing of time with shape, yet given a positive 
affect by the association with the birthday cake. Personality can also be made material with a food 
reference: the loveable and harmless bulldog Fearless is described as being “as soft as custard” 
(Thompson and Davis, Fearless). This is quite a sophisticated image relying on the reader 
understanding that the simile is not meant to imply the character is literally soft, but has a kind 
heart, and temperamentally is as sweet, or as innocent, as custard, rendering his name ironic.  
 The notion that foods have abstract associations, not just those relating to the senses, can be 
seen in Bear and Chook by the Sea. The story opens with Bear and Chook fast asleep “when a 
breeze came sniffing and licking.” Bear wakes up and declares, “that wind is as warm as honey 
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toast … That’s a holiday breeze” (Shanahan and Quay). The image not only conjures the 
temperature of the air, but grants that temperature positive value through the association with sweet 
food and holidays. This link between warm honey toast and something desirable is returned to later 
in the story in a more concrete way. Bear tries to surf a wave and is tossed and tumbled to shore. 
The experience leaves him distressed and wanting to go home. When they return, Chook makes 
Bear warm honey toast; it is an act of friendship and comfort. The illustration shows Bear draped in 
a towel, his head turned towards Chook who offers him a large plate of golden toast (figure 6.1).  
 
 
Figure	  6.1.	  From	  Bear	  and	  Chook	  By	  the	  Sea	  (Shanahan	  and	  Quay).	  
	  
The characters are backlit by a warm yellow glow of light coming through the trees. The sweet food 
will surely make Bear feel better. This convention of sweet comfort foods is also referenced in the 
story “Making Up” in Maudie and Bear (Ormerod and Blackwood). Maudie takes offence when 
Bear laughs at her and she goes off in a huff to throw a tantrum. Bear offers a chocolate biscuit to 
appease her, and although Maudie takes the biscuit, she still refuses to speak to Bear. Finally they 
make up when Bear asks her to dance. In this instance the assumption that sugary treats can shift a 
bad mood is not borne out, although the biscuit is still desired and consumed, and Maudie does 
eventually soften. The sweet treat as currency is valued by Maudie, but it doesn’t “buy” what Bear 
seeks. 
 Aside from the monstrous cake that features in Crocodile Cake, and references to ice cream 
and soft drinks on signage or in shops that could be considered neutral in affect in that they indicate 
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availability rather than act as promotion, sweet foods are unambiguously given positive value 
through the contexts in which they appear in the corpus and the extratextual associations they rely 
upon. This notion that beyond the book sweet treats are presumed of particular value in the world of 
the child is apparent in Daniel’s suggestion that sugar-rich food could be seen to play a seductive 
role in children’s literature in that it “‘sweetens’ the discourse and encourages unreflexive 
acceptance of the moral thus delivered” (Daniel 4), which sounds remarkably like a spoonful of 
sugar helping the medicine go down. It may be that a reader will not share the same tastes as a 
character – I, for example, do not like chocolate éclairs – yet he or she will still be able to “read” the 
positive value assigned to the sweet food in the fictional world from the range of cues given by the 
storyline, the language usage, the settings and the social contexts.  
  
Fruit	  
The value assigned to fruit in the corpus is more ambiguous. This is in part because of the 
prevalence of references where the fruit in the illustration or text serves a purpose other than to 
suggest an item to be eaten. As discussed in Chapter 3, bowls filled with fruit are a common sight in 
kitchens and lounge rooms in the picture book world, contributing to the idea of home as a place of 
parental care and nourishment. While the individual pieces of fruit on display carry the potential of 
future consumption, it is the full fruit bowl that carries signifying power on the page. Fruit also 
serves scene-setting purposes in other ways: trees bearing fruit are part of orchards and parks, and 
fruit shops appear in streetscapes. Fruits are valued for their colour and shape in the title item of the 
story “Fruit Salad Swimsuit” in Tales from the Waterhole (Graham), a black one-piece with 
bananas, pineapple, pears and apples (which looks quite fetching on a green crocodile wearing 
bright red shoes and lipstick). In a later story from the same collection characters are seen in a blue 
skirt with yellow bananas and a yellow dress featuring slices of pink watermelon with green rind.  
 Fruit also plays a role in characterisation, not only in terms of the name Brian Banana Duck 
Sunshine Yellow, as discussed in the previous chapter, but also other forms of identification, such 
as the fruit seller juggling bananas in The Magic Hat (Fox), the bucket of lemons Mr Yilmaz gives 
Tom and his family in That’s Not a Daffodil (Honey) discussed in Chapter 2, the basket of fruit 
over the back of Old Numbu the wildebeest in Jungle Drums (Base), Pollyanna the parrot’s 
Carmen-style hat replete with fruits in Enigma (Base), a similar array of fruits adorning the head of 
an elephant in Too Many Elephants (Dubosarsky and Joyner), and the image of a witch clutching an 
apple in Family Forest (Kane and Masciullo). This last intertextual reference pairs the apple with a 
sinister character and is the only reference to assign fruit a negative value by association.  
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 Less than half of the references depict fruit as part of a snack or meal at home, school or on 
picnics. These representations are almost exclusively incidental and frame the fruit as standard fare 
in such contexts. For example in Running with the Horses (Lester), the texts tells us the characters 
stop to rest by a stream and eat bread, cheese and apples; in Grandpa and Thomas and the Green 
Umbrella (Allen), the title characters have a picnic lunch at the beach, with the illustration showing 
a box of sandwiches, a thermos and a green apple; and in Today We Have No Plans (Godwin and 
Walker), the illustrations of the imagined Sunday of the title show the narrator and her brother lying 
on the grass with plates of cut up apple beside them, dreamily staring at the sky. Sometimes the 
fruit snack appears alongside sweet foods, such as a bowl of cherries on the children’s table next to 
a plate of lamingtons and cupcakes in An Aussie Night Before Christmas (Morrison and Niland), or 
the title characters (anthropomorphised mice) munching on watermelon and chocolate cake in Katie 
and Cleo Move In (Jinks and McLean). Other times the fruit has been abandoned, such as the 
discarded, partially eaten apples in The Runaway Hug (Bland and Blackwood) or the uneaten apple 
from William’s school bag that he feeds to the lion under his bed in It’s Bedtime, William! (D. 
Niland). In Fearless (Thompson and Davis), an apple seems to have been abandoned by the baby 
boy after a single bite in favour of chocolate biscuits (figure 6.2), framing the fruit as less desirable 
than the sweet option available. The image suggests this preference is shared by the dog and doll in 
the scene. 
 
 
Figure	  6.2.	  From	  Fearless	  (Thompson	  and	  Davis).	  
	  
 In several instances fruit eating is positioned as an extraordinary activity or as the ordinary 
activity of an extraordinary character. For example, in The Magic Hat the title object turns its 
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wearer into an animal, and thus the fruit seller who is shown juggling bananas (mentioned above) 
becomes a baboon clutching an opened banana with banana skins visible on the ground around him. 
An elephant munching on grapes in Too Many Elephants in this House is an unlikely but welcome 
playmate for the elephant-obsessed main character Eric. In Too Many Pears Pamela’s penchant for 
pears is out of control and disruptive, until Amy comes up with a plan to cure her of her obsession 
by preparing a pear-focussed feast. After eating a range of foods made with 600 pears, Pamela loses 
her interest in the fruit, with a twist on the final page: “Pamela was gazing at the apples!” (French 
and Whatley). Pear eating in this story, although normalised in a scene which shows Amy and her 
school friends happily munching pears at lunch time, is at the same time framed as the 
extraordinary behaviour of an extraordinary animal.  
 Too Many Pears is one of two titles where fruit plays a central role in the storyline. The 
other is The Terrible Plop (Dubosarsky and Joyner), however in this book the fruit is not initially 
framed as an item for consumption. The title refers to the sound of an apple falling from a tree into 
the water which incites panic among a group of rabbits nearby. They run away, spreading fear 
among the animals they meet about the unknown origin of “the terrible plop” which they imagine as 
fierce and strong. Eventually they come across a bear who is somewhat affronted that there could be 
anything stronger than him. The bear makes one of the scared rabbits take him back to the lake 
where the bunny sees another apple fall into the water while the bear has his back turned. Before the 
rabbit can explain the innocent source of the sound, the bear has fled in fear. The apple may not be 
framed as for consumption, but it is certainly depicted as an object with significant agency. 
 There are several illustrations that show the apple tree growing on the grassy banks of the 
lake, leaning over the water, both before and after the fruit falls into the lake. As if confirming that 
the apples are not intended to be eaten, the various versions of the scene include the foods that the 
rabbits were munching on before they fled: an unlikely combination of carrots and slices of iced 
chocolate cake (figure 6.3). The illustrative style is dominated by simple, flat, cartoon-like drawings 
with limited shading. The components of the scenes are outlined with heavy black lines, aside from 
the slices of cake, which are collaged photographs. This further heightens the foreignness of such a 
food item in such a setting, as the pieces of cake are a noticeably different texture to the rest of the 
illustration. Here, although the apple is crucial to the story it is not given value as a food item until 
the final page where an apple core lies in the grass among carrot tops, the smiling bunny holding a 
huge piece of chocolate cake. 
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Figure	  6.3.	  Opening	  spread	  from	  The	  Terrible	  Plop	  (Dubosarsky	  and	  Joyner).	  
	  
 The variety of roles which representations of fruit play in the corpus – signifier of parental 
care, indicator of setting, element of characterisation, decorative design, conventional snack – does 
not suggest a tendency towards a single value within the economy of the picture book diet. While 
fruit is assigned a negative value by association in Family Forest with the image of a witch holding 
an apple (heightened by those who understand the intertextual reference), and perhaps is negatively 
tainted in depictions where fruit has been tasted and abandoned, this food category largely holds a 
neutral value in the corpus as a commonplace item, leaning towards the positive with the fruit 
bowl’s association with home and comfort, and the appearance of fruit snacks alongside sweet 
treats or in scenarios that are framed as pleasurable. 
 
Vegetables	  
Vegetables, like fruit, appear in a number of different contexts in picture books. Most are incidental 
references linked to consumption, lending veracity to a scene and suggesting conventional eating 
and cooking habits. For example, of the fifty-one depictions there are fifteen references to salads 
and cooked vegetables as part of a main meal; six depictions of lettuce protruding from sandwiches; 
and fresh vegetables being bought, sold or prepared are referenced in twelve titles. Furthermore, 
there are eleven references to domestic vegetable gardens, mostly in illustrations, but also in the 
text, with tending such gardens framed as part of normal routines. In some of these titles the 
connection between growing and eating vegetables is made explicit, such as in A Year on Our Farm 
(Matthews and McLean), discussed in Chapter 3, and in Pooka (Chattaway and Rycroft), where the 
extended family are seen harvesting tomatoes and carrots from their vegetable patch, while earlier 
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the mother is shown cutting up carrots (with green tops) for dinner. The wildly productive potato 
patch in The Potato People (Allen), discussed in Chapter 3, is perhaps an exception in that it is 
framed as extraordinary and dramatic, and the potatoes are positioned as play objects rather than 
food. 
 Some vegetables seem to be “textually destined,” to return to Lesley Stern’s idea introduced 
in Chapter 3, marking out the habitus of the day-to-day and dramatising the quotidian. For example 
there are four different titles that show people in streets carrying shopping bags with celery poking 
out. The tall, leafy tops not only add visual interest with colour and shape contrasting with the bag 
itself, but signify the acquisition of fresh food, a routine activity (figure 6.4).  
 
 
Figure	  6.4.	  Detail	  from	  The	  Pocket	  Dogs	  (Wild	  and	  King).	  
	  
Carrots are also popular with illustrators, again most likely due to their distinctive colour and shape. 
It is interesting to note that they are often depicted with their leafy green tops, as they were in Bugs 
Bunny cartoons. In terms of the material agency of carrots, they can be consumed fresh or cooked 
and are eaten not only by humans, but also by animals, such as the panicked rabbits in The Terrible 
Plop discussed above. Perhaps the most famous carrot-eating creature in Australian picture books is 
the title character of Diary of a Wombat (French and Whatley). Mothball’s obsession with carrots 
drives the textual and visual narrative and is the key feature of her disposition. Carrot-focussed 
action is also found in the sequel Christmas Wombat (French and Whatley), when Mothball 
discovers to her delight that alongside biscuits set out for Santa, carrots are commonly provided for 
reindeers. 
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 For Mothball and the rabbits of The Terrible Plop, vegetables are desirable, or to be more 
precise, particular vegetables are desirable. Like Mothball, the dog at the centre of Pooka loves 
carrots, a trait that is restated when the narrator is reminded of Pooka while picking carrots in the 
vegetable garden. It is notable that all the characters framed as actively liking a vegetable are 
animals. The Terrible Plop rabbits are anthropomorphised with language abilities and the eating of 
chocolate cake, but inhabit an animal world (pasture, forest). In French and Whatley’s wombat 
books, Mothball’s thoughts are articulated in words, but her behaviour is counterposed to 
acceptable human behaviour, and she is clearly positioned as non-human. Pooka is a domestic pet 
and is not anthropomorphised. Vegetables are good to like – if you are an animal. 
 Children, however, do not always have such a positive relationship with this food category. 
This is depicted on the page with characters actively rejecting vegetables, as discussed in the 
previous chapter, either by spitting them out (Sunday Chutney), feeding them to the dog (Millie) or 
suggesting there are better metaphors for cloud shapes than brassicas (Two Peas in a Pod). This 
negative valuing of vegetables, although only appearing in three titles, is notable because there are 
no articulated negative reactions to any other foods in the corpus. Perhaps this relates to a 
widespread perception that it is a struggle to get children to eat vegetables, as evidenced by the 
multitude of public health and parenting websites that offer suggestions on how to encourage 
children to eat more vegetables. Certainly the text accompanying the dinner scene in Millie suggests 
that Millie is viewed favourably by her parents in part because she eats her broccoli, cauliflower, 
peas and pumpkin (Marsden and Rippin). See figure 5.3 in the previous chapter. 
 It is interesting to note that the nutritional studies investigating the impact picture books 
may have on eating behaviours, referred to earlier in this chapter, all focus on vegetables. Vegetable 
consumption is of particular concern to nutritionists (Byrne and Nitzke, “Preschool Children’s 
Acceptance” 211). Texts that actively promoted the consumption of target vegetables in these 
studies were either specially produced or were modifications of previously published stories. They 
were created with a clear intent to have an educative effect, in this case to influence food choice. To 
return to the discussion at the opening of the chapter, this would mark these texts as “educational” 
in a way rejected by writers and illustrators creating “trade” books. It would have been difficult to 
design such experiments with any of the texts in the corpus under study; overall, the value afforded 
vegetables in the picture book diet from the corpus is neutral, with a few spikes of high value for 
animals exhibiting animal-like behaviours, and several notable negative inflections for child 
characters positioned as central protagonists. 
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Bread	  
Bread is a basic, everyday food item that usually features in at least one meal of the day for most 
Australians. It is a staple not only in a conventional Anglo-Australian diet and many other diets 
from around the world, but in the picture book world. Its value in storytelling is that it is both 
universal and culturally specific, with Sceats suggesting it is “the most symbolically saturated food 
in western culture” (132). In the corpus there are depictions of loaves on kitchen and dining tables 
in Australian and European settings, flatbread as part of Moroccan and Afghani meals, toast a 
common breakfast or snack option, and sandwiches popular for lunch. These make up almost three 
quarters of the forty-nine bread references and are unexceptional in that they present everyday 
foods in commonplace scenarios. The fundamental role bread plays as sustenance is highlighted in 
the historical title The Legend of Lasseter’s Reef. When Lasseter’s second expedition comes to 
naught and he is dying of starvation, he is shown lying under the trees with an Aboriginal elder 
caring for him. Hand-written text under the image, supposedly a diary entry, reads: “What good is a 
reef worth millions. I would give it all for a loaf of bread” (Greenwood). 
 Bread carries positive extratextual values in that it is associated with wholesomeness and 
nourishment. It is rarely framed negatively, partly because of its basic role as an accompaniment to 
other foods such as soups, salad and stews, and partly because it is a largely neutral medium for the 
delivery of sweet or savoury tastes through sandwiches and toppings. Its versatility is one of its 
appeals. While the majority of references in the corpus link bread with savoury foods, toast with 
jam or honey adds a dose of sugar. These foods potentially carry a dual value, being both ordinary 
in that they are widely accepted as part of an everyday meal such as breakfast, as well as 
extraordinary as a comfort food able to mend a mood, as was seen with Chook’s offer of warm 
honey toast to cheer up Bear in Bear and Chook by the Sea mentioned earlier.  
 White bread can also be transformed into a sweet treat when topped with butter and 
“sprinkles” (also known as “hundreds and thousands”). This Australian invention, known as fairy 
bread, is found almost exclusively at children’s parties. In the corpus, fairy bread is made for a 
birthday party in Seven More Sleeps (Wild and Rawlins) with Babs the baby feeding a piece to Fog 
the dog on the cover. It is also one of a number of celebratory and typically Australian foods shown 
bordering the text on a page of An Aussie Night Before Christmas (Morrison and Niland).  
 The link between bread and sugar-rich foods is also made in the illustration of a bakery 
interior in Good Night, Sleep Tight (Fox and Horacek) accompanying the traditional nursery rhyme 
of Pat-a-cake. A single, large round cake with a “B” at the centre is being presented to two children 
and a man. Loaves of different shapes are visible on the shelves (figure 6.5).  
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Figure	  6.5.	  From	  Good	  Night,	  Sleep	  Tight	  (Fox	  and	  Horacek).	  
	  
Despite bakeries often selling sweet and savoury baked goods alongside a range of breads, this is 
the only depiction of a bakery interior showing a cake. Other bakery representations only reference 
bread – Irving the Magician (Riddle) and In My Backyard (Hilton and Spudvilas) – and bread is 
also in the shop window of a delicatessen in Seven More Sleeps. 
 The assumed familiarity of bread in the life of a child facilitates the use of bread-related 
metaphors. In Applesauce and the Christmas Miracle, Applesauce the pig is feeling forlorn about 
the approach of Christmas after a devastating bushfire. On Christmas Eve, “Night fell as dark as 
burnt toast, except for the holes where starlight leaked through” (Millard and King). The image is 
strong given the context. It indicates not only the quality of the darkness, but also the disruption and 
ruination that are consequences of catastrophic bushfires. Burnt toast is a mistake, an accident; it is 
inedible, especially if it as black as night, to reverse the simile. The image, as with the sugary 
metaphors and similes discussed above, draws attention to book creators’ use of food to invoke a 
range of senses and to use the quotidian to augment an idea. The burnt toast image is the only 
negatively nuanced reference, with bread, toast and sandwiches most commonly represented as a 
nourishing accompaniment to family meals and snacks. Overall, bread in the picture book diet 
signifies normality, providing verisimilitude to the fictional world.  
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Factors	  shaping	  the	  picture	  book	  diet	  
The most notable finding from this examination of the food types that constitute the picture book 
diet is the prevalence of references to sugar-rich foods that position the sweet items as intended for 
consumption by the characters in situations associated with pleasure, overwhelmingly affording 
them positive value. This could be seen as problematic from the point of view of modelling eating 
behaviours to a young audience learning about food choices, especially in light of high levels of 
childhood obesity. Certainly the frequency of such depictions in the corpus does indicate that 
readers are more likely to see characters in books consume sweet foods than any other type of food, 
and in quite a few titles these are the only foods referenced. However, it must be remembered that 
none of the books in the corpus is consciously advocating a particular diet, healthy or otherwise, as 
food is seldom the focus of the narrative. I would suggest that there are a number of factors at play 
that underlie this propensity for sweet treats in the fictional world. These concern the dramatic 
structure of fictional narratives, the tendency for nostalgia to infuse a book creator’s versioning of a 
child-like world, and picture books as playful texts.  
 Picture book texts for young children are rarely more than 1000 words (usually closer to 500 
words), spread over twenty-eight to thirty pages (with additional pages for the title and imprint 
information). As with longer fictional works, they rely on dramatic tension to propel the reader 
through the story, with successful picture books commonly adopting the classic three-act narrative 
structure. The first act introduces the characters and setting with a problem to be solved or an 
inciting incident. The second act charts the characters as they deal with the circumstances of the 
inciting incident or attempt to solve the problem, perhaps facing a setback. A dramatic climax either 
comes towards the end of the second act or in the final act, which concludes the story with a 
solution to the problem or resolution of conflict, tying up the plot threads. Celebrations and social 
events are often employed at key structural points in picture book narratives. They can set the scene 
and introduce the characters, such as the family lunch in Daddy’s Having a Horse (Shanahan and 
Quay), discussed in Chapter 4; mark a turning point in the narrative, such as the excessive array of 
foods that Amy prepares for Pamela the cow in Too Many Pears (French and Whatley) to cure her 
of her obsession; serve as a climax, such as the party held by the dogs and monsters in Faust’s 
Party (Ottley), discussed in Chapter 4; or mark the resolution to the story, such as the party at the 
end of No Bears (McKinley and Rudge) that celebrates the fairy godmother saving the princess 
from the monster. While breakfasts, lunches and dinners may or may not include a sugary 
component, the rituals of parties, celebrations and social snacks in our society traditionally include 
the offering and consumption of sweet foods. Thus the prevalence of representations of sugar-rich 
foods is partly due to the prevalence of certain types of events in picture book stories used to satisfy 
structural requirements. 
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 Another factor that may explain the propensity for sugary treats is the element of nostalgia 
that infuses children’s literature, widely recognised as an emotion “reflected strongly in the texts 
adults write for children” (Keeling and Pollard, “Gazing Forward” 57). Nodelman suggests that 
nostalgia is a driving motivation for children’s book writers, “for all were once children and are 
therefore revisiting a part of their own experience now past every time they write” (The Hidden 
Adult 46). The idea that book creators draw on their own versions of childhood when they write for 
young audiences is supported by many writers themselves. Graeme Base, for example, sees his 
relationship with his childhood as integral to his work: “It has to mean something to yourself first. 
Otherwise it seems all a bit hollow … I really feel that I carry my childhood along with me through 
life and I think that it’s a thing to be treasured” (“Graeme Base on Writing”). The British children’s 
novelist Phillipa Pearce says, “Writing about and for children, one should have a view almost from 
the inside, to re-create – not what childhood looks like now – but what it felt like then” (51). 
Pearce’s discussion, “The Writer’s View of Childhood” includes a quote from R. L. Stevenson 
about Treasure Island – “If this don’t fetch the kids, why they have gone rotten since my day” – 
which Pearce interprets as suggesting that Stevenson was writing “for the children of his own 
childhood, for himself as a child” (Pearce 50). The Australian illustrator Donna Rawlins 
(represented in the corpus) draws on nostalgia as part of the decision making process of accepting a 
manuscript to illustrate: “The story has to resonate in some way with my childhood so I can bring 
something personal to the book. I need to have a story to tell, not just pictures to make” (qtd. in 
Gleeson 30). 
 Nathalie Op de Beeck claims that picture books have a particular relationship with nostalgia: 
“The picture book is a commodity with built-in nostalgia. People are conditioned, by educators and 
the marketplace, to associate the picture book with ephemeral, wonderful childhood” (6).  This 
quality of wonder is strong in texts for young children where we find not only references to the 
realities of an author’s childhood, but also to his or her fantasies (Pearce 51). Hunt concurs, 
suggesting “even the most child-oriented of children’s books contain adult fantasies” (“Coldtongue” 
17). Leigh Hobbs is explicit about this in reflecting on the references to sweet foods in his books: “I 
love that fantasy of beautiful big sponge cakes. To me that’s like a childhood dream. Layered 
sponge cakes with a strawberry on top” (Hobbs, Personal Interview). Tied up in that dream is 
perhaps the way that sweet foods connote playfulness and an association of childhood as a time of 
freedom and innocence. Sugary treats in the world of the child thus hold a particular meaning for 
the adult book creator, imbued with the distance of decades past, and this is then fashioned in text 
and image to communicate meaning to a young reader growing up in a different era. Both book 
creator and reader do share a common space: childhood. Nodelman points out that the impetus for 
writers to write for the child they once were carries the assumption that these stories will similarly 
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appeal to contemporary child readers, “that childlike perception is a universal experience” (The 
Hidden Adult 192). In terms of the picture book diet, I would extend this to say that the prevalence 
of sugar-rich foods is underlined by an assumption that the foods that represent a “childhood 
dream” to someone born in the 1960s or 1970s, for example, will resonate as dreamily desirable to 
someone born in the early twenty-first century.  
 This production of a specific meaning is in itself a mechanism shared with nostalgia, as Joe 
Sutliff Sanders points out:  
[A] nostalgic adult selects from and interprets the real and imagined events of the past, 
looking back over the sea of memories and fixing its meaning by attending to only some 
of the possible significations … Nostalgia therefore asks adults to read the past in the 
same way picture books ask literate readers to shape the meaning of words and images. 
Both nostalgia and picture books put proficient readers in the position of narrowing the 
meaning of the artifacts of childhood, whether those artifacts are the sublime image or 
the sublime past. (66) 
Sanders is specific in naming “literate” readers as the ones narrowing meaning from words and 
images, yet I would argue that “pre-literate” readers are similarly able to extract meaning, although 
clearly not yet in a position to be nostalgic. In this way a layered sponge cake with a strawberry on 
top can be understood by young children to signify something desirable because of the ways in 
which it is referenced on the page in text and image, even if such rather “old-fashioned” style cakes 
are not part of their day-to-day world and hold no nostalgic value for them.  
 The layered sponge cake of Hobbs’s work complies with the general trend in children’s 
literature that Nikolajeva and Taylor identify, “to depict the material and social world of the past 
even when the declared setting is present” (146). Their study of beds as cultural signifiers in picture 
books sets out to explain the persistent representation of traditional beds and bedding despite the 
different appearance of most modern children’s beds. They posit that such prototypes are lodged in 
the Western imagination, suggesting indicative features of “bed-ness,” but add that “obviously, the 
adults’ nostalgic reminiscences, as always in children’s literature, play a prominent role” (146, 
149). These nostalgic reminiscences are probably in part for images in children’s books that were 
themselves nostalgic. Similarly, when it comes to food, the nostalgic reminiscences of book 
creators combine with the thing-power of sweet foods to represent these foods as a desirable and 
common presence in the fictional world of the child. Leigh Hobbs is articulate about this influence 
in his own work and the repetition of food items presented in certain ways within the body of work 
of other book creators would indicate similar relationships with particular food items. For example, 
coloured iced cupcakes are commonly found in Bob Graham’s titles and although he was not 
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conscious of this until I pointed it out to him (Graham, “Re: Depiction of Food”), they are objects 
readily associated with the world of the child, both past and present. 
 I would contend there is another element that contributes to the frequency of such foods 
appearing in children’s picture books, and that is the aspect of play that is central to the licensed 
space of the genre. Narratives for young children, as discussed earlier in this chapter, are designed 
to entertain (as well as educate) and often present versions of the world that accentuate some 
elements and diminish others, “magnifying and refracting taken-for-granted minutiae,” to return to 
Felski’s idea introduced in Chapter 3 (Doing Time 26). This not only serves narrative purposes, but 
also entices and engages readers by defamiliarising the quotidian and “making us newly attentive to 
its mysteries” (Felski Doing Time 26). For example, the final page of Stephen Michael King’s Milli, 
Jack and the Dancing Cat presents an archetypal happy ending to a story exploring the importance 
of being true to yourself. To communicate this denouement, the smiling characters are shown 
enjoying a cup of tea together, with a slice of iced, layered chocolate cake impossibly balanced on 
the tip of Jack’s umbrella (figure 6.6). It is a whimsical scene celebrating the extraordinary as well 
as the ordinary, a feel-good image that leaves the reader smiling at the end of the story. The 
inclusion of sweet food adds a celebratory note, enhancing the image’s playfulness. 
 
 
Figure	  6.6.	  From	  Milli,	  Jack	  and	  the	  Dancing	  Cat	  (King)	  
	  
 This association between sugary foods and a festive mood is entrenched across the 
generations, as I found in correspondence with writer and illustrator Chris McKimmie. He sent me a 
hand drawn card featuring a cupcake with some paperwork (not knowing that I was writing about 
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cupcakes in my thesis). When I asked him why he chose that particular food item he was almost 
dismissive of the question, assuming that it was obvious that a cupcake had a more celebratory feel 
to it “than, say, an orange” (McKimmie, Personal Interview). This reveals a cultural assumption 
that is largely taken for granted in our society: that sugar-rich treats such as cakes signify something 
joyful and pleasurable in a way other foods do not, even fruits that are in themselves sweet. There 
are of course visual factors at play in deciding on the content of picture book illustrations (or 
images on cards), although it was notable that McKimmie referenced the signification of the 
cupcake as the core reason for choosing that item rather than its design elements. 
 The notion of play in picture books can be understood in various ways. In a simple sense, 
books can encourage playfulness through storylines and images of whimsy (such as figure 6.6), but 
the element of play can also be more intricate. Graeme Base is known for his detailed illustrative 
work and rewards the attentive reader by repeating items in different scenarios, sometimes as 
specific clues for a puzzle or mystery to be solved. For example, to return to Wilbur’s partially 
eaten cupcake in The Legend of the Golden Snail discussed in Chapter 1, the food item is a prop in a 
bedtime scene as well as a visual element in a game between the book creator and reader. The game 
itself is not apparent to the reader until later in the text where the cupcake reappears, along with 
other items that have been referenced earlier, hidden and difficult to identify in cloud formations on 
a wordless spread. The cupcake is the only food reference on the page, firmly lodged, the narrative 
would seem to suggest, in Wilbur’s subconscious. 
 The element of play can be found in the ironic relationship between words and pictures in 
some books, particularly when “the words tell us what the pictures do not show, and the pictures 
show us what the words do not tell” (Nodelman, Words about Pictures 222). For example, as 
discussed in the Chapter 5, in Millie (Marsden and Rippin) and in the Old Tom books (Hobbs), the 
illustrations show the point of view of child characters and the text gives the point of view of adult 
characters, with the distance between these points of view underpinning the dramatic tension as 
well as the sense of fun and humour of the scenes. 
 Playfulness can also be seen to scaffold the invitation for readers to enter picture book 
worlds where various kinds of incorrect, unrealistic and disapproved of practices are allowed, with 
an understanding implicit in the genre that this licensed space has limits that are reached at story’s 
end. There are many such books in the corpus that have been referred to in previous chapters, such 
as Maudie and Bear (Ormerod and Blackwood), where the adult character is totally subservient to 
the child character; Fiona the Pig (Hobbs), where the notion of “good” and “bad” behaviours in the 
story world are an inversion of the real world, and Jethro Byrde (Graham), where the magical fairy 
world includes the mundane, represented by the fairies’ take-away food van.  
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 The carnivalesque is one aspect of this type of playfulness, subverting cultural norms and 
challenging approved social values, as discussed in Chapter 4 in relation to the riotous party the 
dogs and monsters have in Faust’s Party (Ottley). The Bakhtinian notion that fiction has the 
potential to mimic the carnival in representing a world turned upside down is a perspective that has 
been seen as relevant to analyses of food in children’s books (Daniel; Keeling and Pollard, 
“Introduction”; Wannamaker). Children’s texts that present food and food practices in ways that 
parody or invert accepted food-related rules and behaviours, can be understood as carnivalesque. 
For example, the ingredients used in the cake that the narrator makes in Morgan and Nixon’s 
Crocodile Cake subverts notions of what would be considered normal or serious: “some rotten eggs 
and coffee / Old potato peel and toffee, / Slimy slugs and cabbage leaves, / Jellybeans and mouldy 
cheese.” Furthermore, at the end of the story, as the narrator’s family celebrate their release from 
the monstrous cake that had gobbled them up, they delight in throwing great lumps of cake about: 
“There’s yucky slime stuck in our hair / It’s on our clothes, but we don’t care. / We laugh at all the 
mess we make / And dance around the crocodile cake” (figure 6.7).  
 
 
Figure	  6.7.	  From	  Crocodile	  Cake	  (Morgan	  and	  Nixon).	  
	  
Depicted as a fun, family food fight in the illustration, this is a truly carnivalesque scene. There is, 
however, another layer of meaning as the crocodile cake is a metaphor for the narrator’s fears; thus 
the slimy green goo signifies an unwanted emotion rather than anything vaguely edible, and the 
celebration is about overcoming one’s fears. The text and illustrations will likely be understood in 
 169 
different ways, depending on the sophistication of the reader and the role of an adult in the reading 
process, but the absurdity of the unpalatable cake conveys a strong sense of play. The idea that the 
narrator delights in mixing together un-cake-like ingredients is reinforced at the end of the book 
with a small image in the bottom, right-hand back endpaper. Sketched as if the narrator has pushed 
back the corner of the page, she is pictured holding a strange looking pie with the text: “Next time, I 
think I’d like to try something smaller – like slug pie …” (Morgan and Nixon, ellipsis in original). 
This could be understood as a willingness to face other fears, or simply a willingness to playfully 
experiment with subversive possibilities. 
 Scenes that dramatically subvert approved social values concerning food, such as in 
Crocodile Cake, are not common in the corpus. As noted in Chapter 4 in relation to feasts, despite 
food fantasies being “a traditional ingredient in classic British children’s literature” (Daniel 62), 
there are few such depictions in the corpus. Pamela’s feast of foods made with 600 pears in Too 
Many Pears (French and Whatley) is one example, and the tray piled impossibly high with pikelets 
glistening with syrup in Faust’s Party (Ottley) is another (see figure 4.7). Notably, both titles 
feature lavish displays of food for consumption by anthropomorphised animal characters, not 
humans. As noted in Chapter 4, displays of sweet foods in celebratory scenes tend to be relatively 
muted in the corpus. Annette Wannamaker, however, in her discussion of the carnivalesque nature 
of Dav Pilkey’s Captain Underpants series of children’s novels, points not only to food-related 
behaviours but also to food choices, as evidence of resisting authority: “Foods that please the child 
characters in the books are precisely those of which adults disapprove (ice cream, cake, and gummy 
worm sandwiches)” (243). This claim reveals an embedded pairing of sugary treats with the world 
of the child, seen as contrary to foods that belong in the adult world. This is a commonly held view, 
perhaps in part a material rendition of the romantic ideal of childhood as a time of sweetness and 
pleasure, a notion most apparent when applied to confectionary (or lollies). Such foods are 
considered “synonymous with childhood” (Risson 6), “the currency of children” (Richardson 54). It 
is notable, however, that there are very few representations of confectionary in the corpus, aside 
from candy canes in Christmas stories. Most of the high-sugar foods are cakes, cupcakes, biscuits 
and ice creams. 
 With the exception, perhaps, of gummy worms, a type of confectionery I presume, 
Wannamaker’s key assumption in the quote above – that adults disapprove of the named sweets – is 
debatable as it suggests a clear delineation between foods of which children approve and foods of 
which adults (as representatives of the world of authority) approve. I would contend that in both the 
fictional and real worlds there is a blurring of the boundary that may once have been clearer 
between child and adult tastes. After all, adults in the real world also appear to be enamoured of 
sweets and sugary foods. Data would suggest that consumption of high-sugar foods and soft drinks 
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has been on the increase in Australia since the 1980s across all age groups (Rikkers et al. 1). The 
new norm appears to position sweet foods as part of an everyday diet, counter to public health 
messages. In the picture book world, the frequency of incidental references to sweet treats as an 
accompaniment to a range of celebratory and quotidian social events also suggests that cakes, ice 
cream and biscuits, for example, are accepted as ordinary fare by adult characters. It could be 
argued that such representations are idealised and dramatised versions of reality, infused with 
nostalgia, as discussed above. However, I would suggest that if we accept that children’s literature 
encodes and promotes cultural assumptions, as argued throughout this thesis, the contexts in which 
such representations appear indicate that high-sugar foods’ desirability is framed as in concert with, 
rather than opposed to, adult tastes.  
 
Conclusion	  
This chapter has examined the representations of different food types in the corpus to identify a 
picture book diet and to tease out the values assigned to the food categories that dominate this diet. 
These values necessarily engage with those the dual audience brings to the reading experience, 
creating and recreating meaning from both textual and extratextual sources, a process epitomised in 
the use of food-related metaphors. In exploring the factors that shape what is revealed to be a sugar-
dominated diet – narrative structure, nostalgia and picture books as playful artefacts – I have drawn 
attention to the ways in which the picture book diet augments reality for textual purposes. However, 
representations of characters preparing, serving and enjoying such foods are not simply fantastical 
versions of reality infused with nostalgia, but are representative of a real world trend of increased 
sugar consumption by both children and adults, despite nutritional guidelines which recommend 
decreasing such foods in our diets. I argue this is significant given that picture books can be seen to 
“teach” ways of thinking about food to their dual audience whether or not this is consciously 
intended by the book creators. 
 The element of nostalgia in children’s books reiterates values from previous generations and 
runs the risk of implying that the meanings and value of such foods in our culture have remained 
largely static over the course of the last half century. Picture book content changes over time, and 
there is a rich history of debate, linked to social concerns of the time, about what is appropriate for 
children’s texts in terms of themes, ideas and images. Some changes in content are gradual, albeit a 
conscious choice by book creators to avoid certain references as they respond to changing societal 
values. For example, smoking is rarely referenced in contemporary texts for young readers, and is 
absent in the corpus under study. This was not always the case. In May Gibbs’s story Little Obelia, 
originally published in 1921, before the adverse health effects of smoking were widely known, pipe 
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smoking was not only depicted as an acceptable activity for the avuncular Mr Lizard, but also for 
young Snugglepot (figure 6.8).  
 
 
Figure	  6.8.	  From	  The	  Complete	  Adventures	  of	  Snugglepot	  and	  Cuddlepie	  (Gibbs,	  	  
HarperCollins,	  2010,	  p.	  165).	  Originally	  published	  in	  1921	  by	  Angus	  &	  Robertson.	  
 
 Lynley Stace, a picture book writer and illustrator, explains the reason behind her decision 
not to show a character smoking when working on a text for older readers even though that would 
have been a behaviour in keeping with the type of character she had created: “My decision to avoid 
the more overt smoking scene in Hilda Bewildered and instead have the character pick up a pair of 
knitting needles was actually down to my reluctance to promote tropes which, unexamined, may be 
doing more harm than good” (Stace). While I do not suggest that the ingestion of sugar-rich foods is 
on a par with the health issues associated with the ingestion of cigarette smoke, a growing number 
of books on the market claim this is in fact the case,24 and it is a comparison that is attracting 
increasing medical and scientific attention. In recommending a tax on sugar-sweetened drinks as 
part of a six-point obesity action plan to tackle what it calls “the most pressing public health issue,” 
the head of the Committee of Presidents of Medical Colleges in Australia, Professor Nick Talley, 
said in 2016, “We need leadership, not just telling people to lose weight. With smoking and tobacco 
control, we took risks and it had a dramatic effect” (Scott). In light of a push from bodies such as 
the World Health Organization to promote the intake of healthy foods and beverages and reduce the 
                                                
24 For example Damon Gameau, That Sugar Book (Pan Macmillan, 2015); David Gillespie, Sweet Poison: 
Why sugar makes us fat (Viking, 2008); Robert H. Lustig, Fat Chance: Beating the odds against sugar, 
processed food, obesity and disease (HarperCollins, 2012); John Yudkin, Pure, White and Deadly: How 
sugar is killing us and what we can do to stop it (Penguin, 2012, first published in 1972). 
 172 
intake of unhealthy foods (“Report of the Commission” viii) I would argue that the picture book 
diet largely, and perhaps unintentionally, promotes an unexamined “trope,” expressing and 
concealing assumptions about foods that are widely debated in contemporary society.  
 Zwartz suggests that recent Australian picture books are responding to concerns about 
obesity and other health issues, evidenced by the fact that “neither food nor appetite are celebrated 
in the way they once were” (21): 
It’s interesting that at a time when food and eating loom so large in the adult world, as 
seen in the enormous popularity of cooking shows, books, products and celebrity chefs 
and the arrival of the term ‘gastroporn’ to describe the phenomenon, that the role of 
food in children’s books seems to be narrowing. It functions as a symbol and a code, as 
a context for instruction and a vehicle for the imagination but less and less as itself. (20)  
It is difficult to envisage what food functioning “as itself” may look like (or what that means 
exactly) or to see how this could be separated from food functioning as a symbol or code. Zwartz 
laments a shift in the way food is treated on the pages of picture books away from enjoyment, play 
and indulgence (21), and while my research has shown food representations in the corpus are often 
positioned as quotidian and ordinary (perhaps one interpretation of the idea of food “as itself”), 
there is also plenty of playfulness and enjoyment, even if sometimes muted in tone. I would argue 
that the frequency of sweet foods in particular and their framing as ordinary rather than 
extraordinary serves to embed the normality of such foods in the picture book diet. This is in line 
with Stephens’s acknowledgement that while picture books can exist “for fun,” they always have “a 
specific orientation towards the reality constructed by the society that produces them” (Language 
and Ideology 158). It is the reality that we are living in a sugar-saturated society that I would 
suggest prevails in picture books, with a long-held association of sweet foods with childhood, 
fantasy and pleasure remaining an embedded norm, even given the current concerns about diet in 
Australia. 
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Conclusion	  
Feeding	  the	  imagination	  
The concept of the picture book diet that scaffolds this thesis encompasses not only food types and 
practices but also ideas of culture, place, family, gender and self that are created by our 
relationships to food and fed to readers through representations on the page. I have argued in the 
preceding chapters that food references are able to express much about both the fictional and real 
worlds. Food is not just noisy – as mentioned in the Introduction – but can be understood as a 
language used by book creators to communicate aspects of the physical, social and cultural contexts 
of the narratives, including embedded and often assumed cultural values. Sceats, in her study of 
food in women’s adult fiction, comments on the connotative power of food practices as a device 
used by writers: 
Both the food that is consumed and the behaviour surrounding its provision, preparation 
and eating, relate sufficiently to what is known, understood and expected for us to 
decode what is significant about them or about any and many deviations from the norm. 
In this way (as well as providing ‘conversation’ within fiction) food and eating become 
a specific mode of communication to the reader. (184) 
In examining this mode of communication in books for young children who are learning about the 
world it has become clear that the vocabulary of food in picture books utilises shared understanding 
and expectations between book creators and readers and also offers interpretations of how food 
functions in our society and what these functions may mean. Values are assigned to food and food 
practices in a genre specific system I have called the economy of the picture book diet, and 
although it may be problematic to assume that such food values travel beyond the page and directly 
influence readers’ behaviours in the real world, in teasing out the matrix of ways in which meanings 
are made in these texts, this thesis has argued that it is not unreasonable to assume that such texts 
will impact on young readers, either consciously or unconsciously, in terms of suggesting versions 
of the world and ways of being, not least in relation to food and food practices.  
 Clare Bradford suggests that “[t]o study children’s texts, to grasp what they propose about 
values, politics and social practices is to see what they envisage as desirable possibilities for 
imagined futures” (“They Went Home” 94). This thesis has shown that the values and social 
practices concerning food that are presented in the corpus reveal imagined future relationships with 
food that are largely resistant to change from the status quo and somewhat out of alignment with 
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our physical and social future wellbeing as articulated in a range of discourses concerning social 
cohesion, political stability, health and the environment. In particular, rising levels of obesity have 
prompted public health experts to suggest we need to change the way we think about food. Climate 
change scientists are also questioning the sustainability of our food production and distribution 
practices, and there is a growing economic movement towards localisation with a rise in farmers’ 
markets. I would argue that rethinking our relationships with food requires an understanding of how 
ideas about food are culturally embedded and how they are transmitted to the next generation in 
artefacts such as picture books for young children. 
 Margaret Meek points out that through the practice of reading picture books over time, 
children learn not only about the characters, events and places of the narratives, but also about 
literacy, about the psychological and emotional dimension of the reading experience, and about 
genre. Meek says in How Texts Teach What Readers Learn, “The most important single lesson that 
children learn from texts is the nature and variety of written discourse, the different ways that 
language lets a writer tell, and the many and different ways a reader reads” (21, emphasis in 
original). Perhaps we can extrapolate from this that children learn that certain foods and food 
practices are part of what it means to tell certain types of stories. As the research here has shown, 
for example, the growing and preparation of quotidian foods for consumption by a family grouping 
are part of what it means to tell stories about non-Anglo characters; and the collection and 
preparation of bush-tucker is part of what it means to tell stories about Aboriginal characters. In 
terms of creating fictional settings, food signage is part of what it means to situate stories in the 
adult world of the city; fruit bowls are connected to the nurturing space of home in domestic stories; 
and the practices of growing food are associated with stories of intergenerational activity in rural 
contexts. When it comes to social cohesion, commensality is part of what it means to communicate 
familial and social wellbeing; and fine-dining is part of what it means to set up a notion of the adult 
world as differentiated from the child’s world. With reference to characterisation, alignment with 
food-related objects and expressions of food preferences are part of what it means to define an 
individual’s identity. 
 These food-related motifs and associations, revealed largely by the incidental references that 
can be found throughout the corpus, do more than suggest the nature and variety of the picture book 
discourse. I have argued that even given the licensed space of play that is central to the genre, texts 
for young children expose their readers to notions of “normality” and “otherness” through the 
interplay of ordinary and extraordinary. As Lisa Clausen notes, picture books “make sense of the 
world, even as they rearrange it with flying beds and tigers at the dinner table” (unpaged). In 
relation to food and food practices, the findings of this thesis reveal that the coherent world of 
picture book texts has specific parameters. Thus, sugar-rich foods are standard fare in food events 
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involving characters of non-marked ethnicity (white Australians) as well as anthropomorphised 
animals and other fantastical characters such as fairies. However, such foods are rarely present in 
stories featuring non-Anglo characters, which reference savoury foods aligned with 
wholesomeness. Urban environments are places marked by the availability of take-away food, 
although in the picture book world this food type is not normally consumed by families with 
children; families who eat out in picture book worlds favour picnics. Mother-figures are seen as the 
“normal” providers of food in the domestic space – often offering sweet foods to children – whereas 
the standard outdoor cooks are male, as are those who both prepare and serve food as a paid job. 
Fruit is frequently found in picture book worlds, but not often as an item of consumption; 
vegetables are okay to like if you are an animal; and sweet foods are desirable for all.  
 These constructions of ethnicity, gender and diet all touch on areas that are contested in 
contemporary society: the notion of “otherness” as aligned with an integrated authenticity and the 
associated implications of “othering” food practices such as cooking for family meals; the 
persistence of conventional iterations of gender relations concerning food provisioning and the 
position of women in the home and workplace; and food choice in an age of rising diet-related 
illnesses. Through picture book worlds, these are the cultural mores, rituals of exchange and habitus 
of day-to-day living we are feeding young readers. With more critical attention given to the study of 
food in children’s literature, and more acknowledgement within the publishing industry of the 
potential power of incidental as well as featured references on the page to influence readers, we 
may see a shift over time in the ways in which food is represented. I do not advocate that this shift 
track a particular ideology or notion of “political correctness,” but rather suggest that greater 
awareness of the scope and impact of the language of food may stimulate book creators to question 
that which has been taken for granted in this domain. 
 It has been proposed by those involved in food studies that one of the tasks of the social 
sciences is “to reveal patterns and meanings which are often hidden, and to articulate the manner in 
which they may influence everyday behaviour surrounding food” (Caplan et al. 172). My 
examination of representations of food and food practices in contemporary picture books, using a 
literary and cultural studies framework, shares the intent of revealing patterns and meanings which 
may be concealed. However, rather than exposing how books may influence everyday behaviour, 
this study aims to contribute to an understanding of what we are feeding the imagination of readers 
of a particular age (two to eight years) with reference to a particular culture (Australia) at a 
particular time (early twenty-first century). To further understand the dialogic relationship between 
representations of food and food practices in books and the prevailing culture in which these 
artefacts are produced, there are several possible lines of future research. Using the current corpus 
as a starting point, a study of texts for older children published within the same time frame may 
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reveal differences in the ways food is represented to audiences at varying levels of maturity, 
sophistication and education, as would an examination of board books, counting books and alphabet 
books for the very young. A cross-cultural approach could look at how different societies manifest 
the language of food in picture books, both in text and illustration, in reference to culture-specific 
codes and conventions. An historical approach, looking at a similarly constructed corpus from an 
earlier time period would have the potential of tracking representations of food and food practices 
with changing patterns of population health. For example, one could compare the representations of 
food in picture books published in the 1970s and 1980s when the obesity rate for adult Australians 
was less than ten percent, to those in the corpus under study here, with the obesity rate climbing to 
over twenty-five percent by 2010 (Australian National Preventive Health Agency 4). With what we 
eat being of major concern in relation to our economies and environments, and thus the social and 
political fabric of our cultures, such research avenues would contribute to a greater understanding of 
what it is we are feeding our children when we read them a book.  
 In finding answers to the question that initially stimulated this research concerning what we 
as a culture are communicating to young children about the meanings and values of food through 
picture books, I have found that the language of food is both powerful and pervasive in fictional 
worlds, “impregnated with meanings from the many and various frameworks within which it 
figures” (Sceats 126). My hope is that this exploration of the picture book diet will stimulate 
discussion within the publishing industry, the academy and amongst readers as texts for young 
children continue to offer ways to imagine and define the self and others, and present possibilities 
for understanding how our relationships with food configure what it means to be human. 
 
----------- 
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Appendix	  	  
	  
The	  Corpus	  –	  an	  annotated	  bibliography	  
 
This annotated bibliography lists the shortlisted, award-winning or bestselling books published in 
Australia between 2000 and 2013 that contain representations of food and/or food practices. These 
170 books constitute the corpus on which the research for this thesis is based. 
 
Awards	  
The awards considered in creating the corpus are listed below. Information about how these awards 
are judged can be found in the Introduction to this thesis. 
• Children’s Book Council of Australia Awards (CBCA). Categories: Early Childhood Book of 
the Year, Picture Book of the Year, Eve Pownall Award for Information Books (few books in 
the corpus were eligible for this award). Books can be entered into more than one category. For 
each year there are six shortlisted books. From these one winner and two “honour” books 
(runners-up) are chosen (there is only one honour book for the Eve Pownall Award). Reference: 
cbca.org.au/book-of-the-year and cbca.org.au/previous-winners. 
• State-based literary awards with children’s categories.  
o NSW Premier’s Literary Awards. Category: Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature, www.sl.nsw.gov.au/about-library-awards/nsw-premiers-literary-awards.  
o Queensland Premier’s Literary Awards. Category: Children’s Book Award, 
web.archive.org/web/20120821234559/http://www.qld.gov.au/about/events-awards-
honours/awards/literary-awards. These awards were replaced in 2012 by the Queensland 
Literary Awards. Category: Best Children’s Book, qldlitawards.org.au.  
o Western Australian Premier’s Book Awards. Category: Children’s Books, 
pba.slwa.wa.gov.au. 
• The Prime Minister’s Literary Awards. Category: Children’s Fiction (first awarded in 2010), 
www.arts.gov.au/pm-literary-awards. 
• The Australian Book Industry Awards (ABIA). Category: Book of the Year for Younger 
Children (0 to 8 years), abiawards.com.au. 
• Children’s Choice Awards. These are state-based awards with differing criteria. Lists of all 
children’s choice awards to 2005 were sourced from www.latrobe.edu.au/childlit/awards.htm. 
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Other sources, where applicable, are noted after each award. Not all these awards were active 
through the period 2000–2013. 
o Australian Capital Territory – COOL (Canberra’s Own Outstanding List) Awards, 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COOL_Award. 
o New South Wales – KOALA Awards (Kids Own Australian Literature Awards), 
www.koalansw.org.au. 
o Northern Territory – KROC (Kids Reading Oz Choice) Awards, 
www.darwin.nt.gov.au/libraries/programs-and-services/young-people/kroc-awards. 
o Queensland – BILBY (Books I Love Best Yearly) Awards, www.cbcaqld.org/bilby-
awards.html. 
o South Australia – KANGA Awards (2003–2005).  
o Tasmania – CYBER (Children’s Yearly Best Ever Reads) Awards (no awards after 
2002). 
o Victoria – YABBA (Young Australians’ Best Books Awards), yabba.org.au.  
o Western Australia – WAYRBA (Western Australia Young Readers’ Book Awards), 
wayrba.org.au. 
Some of the books in the corpus have won other awards and these are listed where relevant. The 
year in which the award was granted is noted; this is often not the same year as publication. 
 
Bestsellers	  
Bestselling titles are stipulated for the Australian financial year (July to June). Information was 
taken from lists compiled by Nielsen BookScan, appearing in the annual publication Think 
Australian published by Bookseller+Publisher (Thorpe Bowker), 
www.booksandpublishing.com.au/think-australian/. 
 
The	  corpus	  
Allen, Emma and Freya Blackwood. The Terrible Suitcase. Omnibus Books, 2012. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book 
Awards, Children’s Books 2013. 
Allen, Pamela. Grandpa and Thomas. Viking, 2003. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2004. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2006. 
---. Grandpa and Thomas and the Green Umbrella. Viking, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. 
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---. Shhh! Little Mouse. Viking, 2007. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2008. 
---. The Potato People. Viking, 2002. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2003. Shortlisted CBCA Picture 
Book of the Year 2003. Bestseller 03/04. 
Allen, Pamela and Meredith Costain. Doodledum Dancing. Viking, 2006. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. 
Baker, Jeannie. Belonging. Walker Books, 2004. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Children’s Book Award 2005. 
---. Mirror. Walker Books, 2010. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2011. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, 
Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2011. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book 
Awards‚ Children’s Books 2011. Shorlisted REAL Awards 2013. Winner Indie Book 
Awards, Children’s and YA Category 2011.25 English Association and the UK Literary 
Association 4–11 Award for Best Children’s Illustrated Book (non fiction) 2011. 
Barbalet, Margaret and Andrew McLean. Reggie, Queen of the Street. Viking, 2003. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2004. Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood 
Book of the Year 2004. Bestseller 03/04. 
Base, Graham. Enigma: A Magical Mystery. Viking, 2008. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2009. Shortlisted KOALA 
Awards 2009, 2010, 2011. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2012. Bestseller 08/09. 
---. Jungle Drums. Viking, 2004. 
Winner COOL Awards 2009. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2007, 2008, 2009. Bestseller 
04/05. 
---. Little Elephants. Viking, 2012. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. 
---. The Legend of the Golden Snail. Viking, 2010. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children. Bestseller 10/11. 
Binks, Wendy. Scrambled Egg. Stunned Emu Press, 2007. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2007. 
                                                
25 The Indie Book Awards are administered by the group Australian Independent Booksellers, 
operated by Leading Edge Books. They began in 2008 and have one category that covers Children’s 
and YA fiction, http://www.indiebookawards.com.au/. There are only two books in the corpus that 
have won this award. 
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---. Where’s Stripey. Stunned Emu Press, 2005. 
Winner WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2005. 
Blabey, Aaron. Pearl Barley and Charlie Parsley. Viking, 2007. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2008. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s 
Literary Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2008. Shortlisted 
KOALA Awards 2009. 
---. Sunday Chutney. Viking, 2008. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2009. 
---. The Ghost of Miss Annabel Spoon. Viking, 2011. 
Winner NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 
2013. 
Bland, Nick. The Very Hungry Bear. Scholastic, 2012. 
Winner ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. 
Bland, Nick and Freya Blackwood. The Runaway Hug. Scholastic, 2011. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2012. 
Booth, Christina. Kip. Windy Hollow Books, 2009. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2010. 
Bourke, Nike and Stella Danalis. What the Sky Knows. U of Queensland P, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book 
of the Year 2006. 
Brian, Janeen and Stephen Michael King. Where Does Thursday Go? Scholastic Australia, 2001. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2002. 
Broekstra, Lorette. Baby Bear Goes Camping. Lothian, 2001. 
Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature 2002. 
Buchanan, Colin and Glen Singleton. Santa Koala. Scholastic, 2010. 
Bestseller 10/11. 
Carnavas, Peter. Jessica’s Box. New Frontier, 2008. 
Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary Awards, Children’s Book Award 2008. 
Champion, Tom, Kilmeny Niland and Deborah Niland. The Tall Man and the Twelve Babies. Allen 
& Unwin, 2010. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2011. 
Chapman, Gaye. Little Blue. Little Hare Books, 2008. 
Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary Awards, Children’s Book Award 2009. 
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Chataway, Carol and Nina Rycroft. Pooka. Working Title Press, 2012. 
Shortlisted REAL Awards 2013. 
Clarke, Justine, Arthur Baysting and Tom Jellett. The Gobbledygook is Eating a Book. Viking, 
2012. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. 
Cooper, Harry. The Possum Thief. Macmillan, 2002. 
Bestseller 02/03. 
Cox, Tania and Karen Blair. With Nan. Windy Hollow Books, 2012. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. 
DeGennaro, Sue. The Pros and Cons of Being a Frog. Scholastic, 2012. 
Shortlisted Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. 
Do, Anh, Suzanne Do and Bruce Whatley. The Little Refugee. Allen & Unwin, 2011. 
Honour Book, CBCA Eve Pownall Award for Information Books 2012. Shortlisted WA 
Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2012. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s History 
Awards 2012. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2013. Commended KOALA Awards 2013. Winner 
Indie Book Awards, Children’s and YA Category 2012. Shortlisted Speech Pathology 
Australia Book of the Year Award for Lower Primary 2012. Shortlisted Australian 
Educational Publishing Awards, Primary Student Resource (Arts/Science/Humanities) 2012.  
Dray, Matt. Dougal and Bumble and the Long Walk Home. Penguin, 2006. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2008, 2009. 
---. Dougal the Garbage Dump Bear. Viking, 2004. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the 
Year for Younger Children 2006. Winner COOL and KOALA Awards 2006. Shortlisted 
KOALA Awards 2007. 
Dubosarsky, Ursula and Andrew Joyner. The Terrible Plop. Viking, 2009. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2010. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the 
Year for Younger Children 2010. Shortlisted Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s 
Fiction 2010. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2011. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2012. 
---. Too Many Elephants in This House. Viking, 2012. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. 
Dubosarsky, Ursula and David Mackintosh. Rex. Viking, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 
2007, 2008. Winner KOALA Awards 2009. 
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Dumbleton, Mike and Craig Smith. Cat. Working Title Press, 2007. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2008. Shortlisted BILBY Awards 
2009. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2010. 
Dunstan, Kylie. Collecting Colour. Lothian Books, 2008. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2009. Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary Awards, 
Children’s Book Award 2008. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 
2009. 
Farrer, Maria. Santa’s Aussie Holiday. Scholastic, 2007. 
Bestseller 07/08. 
Fenton, Corinne and Peter Gouldthorpe. The Dog on the Tuckerbox. Black Dog Books, 2008. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2009. 
Fox, Lee and Cathy Wilcox. Ella Kazoo Will Not Brush Her Hair. Lothian Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2013. 
Fox, Mem. The Magic Hat. Scholastic 2002. 
Bestseller 02/03. 
Fox, Mem and Kerry Argent. A Giraffe in the Bath. Penguin, 2010. 
Shortlisted REAL Awards 2013. 
Fox, Mem and Judy Horacek. Good Night, Sleep Tight. Scholastic, 2012. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. 
Fox, Mem and Pamela Lofts. Hunwick’s Egg. Viking, 2005. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2005. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2013. Bestseller 04/05. 
French, Jackie and Bruce Whatley. Baby Wombat’s Week. HarperCollins, 2009. 
Winner ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2010. Shortlisted REAL Awards 
2013. 
---. Christmas Wombat. HarperCollins, 2011. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2012. 
 ---. Diary of a Wombat. Angus & Robertson, 2002. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2003. Shortlisted YABBA Awards 2003, 
Winner COOL and KOALA Awards 2003. Shortlisted BILBY Awards 2004. Winner 
BILBY Awards 2008. Australian Booksellers Association Neilson Book of the Year 2003. 
USA Benjamin Franklin Award 2004. Shortlisted Australian Publisher’s Association Book 
Design Awards for Children’s Picture Book 2003. Bestseller 02/03, 03/04, 05/06, 08/09, 
09/10, 10/11. 
---. Pete the Sheep. HarperCollins, 2004. 
Shortlisted COOL and KOALA Awards 2005. 
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---. Too Many Pears! Scholastic, 2003. 
Shortlisted COOL and KOALA Awards 2006. 
Germein, Katrina and Tom Jellett. My Dad Thinks He’s Funny. Black Dog Books, 2010. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2011. 
Gleeson, Libby and Freya Blackwood. Clancy and Millie and the Very Fine House. Little Hare 
Books, 2009. 
Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature 2010. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2011. 
---. Look, A Book! Little Hare Books, 2011. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2012. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for 
Younger Children 2012. Shortlisted Qld Literary Awards, Children’s Book Award 2012. 
Gleeson, Libby and Armin Greder. An Ordinary Day. Scholastic, 2001. 
Winner, CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award, 2003. 
Gleeson, Libby and Ann James. Shutting the Chooks In. Scholastic, 2003. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2004. Honour Book, CBCA Picture 
Book of the Year 2004. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson 
Prize for Children’s Literature 2004. 
Godwin, Jane and Anna Walker. Today We Have No Plans. Viking, 2012. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. Shortlisted Prime 
Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2013. Shortlisted Qld Literary Awards, 
Children’s Book Award 2013. 
Gordon, Gus. Herman and Rosie. Penguin, 2012. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2013. Shortlisted Adelaide Festival Awards for 
Literature, Children’s Literature category 2013. Nominated for Japan’s Sakura Medal, 
English Picture Book category 2014. Shortlisted German Youth Literature Award, Picture 
Book category 2014. Nominated for 2014/2015 Les Incorruptibles Prize in France 2014. 
Finalist 2014/2015 Kirico Book Awards in Spain 2014. Shortlisted Premio Anderson 
Children’s Book Awards, Italy, Best Illustrated category 2016. 
Graham, Bob. A Bus Called Heaven. Walker Books, 2011. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2012. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ 
Children’s Books 2012. Shortlisted REAL Awards 2012. 
---. April Underhill, Tooth Fairy. Walker Books, 2010. 
Shortlisted Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2011. 
---. Dimity Dumpty. Walker Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2008, 2009. 
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---. Jethro Byrde, Fairy Child. Walker Books, 2002. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2003. 
---. Let’s Get a Pup! Walker Books, 2001. 
Winner, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2002. 
---. Max. Walker Books, 2000. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2001. Winner KOALA Awards 
2001. 
---. Tales from the Waterhole. Walker Books, 2004. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 
2006. 
---. The Trouble with Dogs! Walker Books, 2007. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2008. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the 
Year for Younger Children 2008. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2009. 
Greenwood, Mark. The Legend of Lasseter’s Reef. U of Western Australia P, 2003. 
Winner WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2003. 
Greenwood, Mark and Frane Lessac. The Legend of Moondyne Joe. U of Western Australia P, 
2002. 
Winner WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2002. 
Harris, Christine and Ann James. It’s a Miroocool! Little Hare Books, 2012. 
Shortlisted Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. 
Hartnett, Sonya and Lucia Masciullo. Come Down, Cat! Puffin Books, 2011. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2012. Shortlisted Prime Minister’s 
Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2012. 
Harvey, Roland. At the Beach: Postcards from Crabby Spit. Allen & Unwin, 2004. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2006. 
---. To the Top End: Our Trip Across Australia. Allen & Unwin, 2009. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2010. 
Hawke, Rosanne and Robert Ingpen. Mustara. Lothian, 2006. 
Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature 2007. 
Heffernan, John and Freya Blackwood. Two Summers. Scholastic, 2003. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2004. 
Heffernan, John and Andrew McLean. My Dog. Scholastic, 2001. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2002. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary 
Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2002. 
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Hill, Anthony and Jane Tanner. Lucy’s Cat and the Rainbow Birds. Penguin, 2007. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2008. 
Hilton, Nette and Anne Spudvilas. In My Backyard. Lothian Books, 2001. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2002. 
Hobbs, Leigh. Fiona the Pig. Viking, 2004. 
Bestseller 03/04. 
---. Horrible Harriet. Allen & Unwin, 2001. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2002. Winner CYBER Awards 2002. 
---. Mr Chicken Goes to Paris. Allen & Unwin, 2009. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year Awards 2010. Shortlisted Prime Minister’s 
Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2010. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger 
Children 2010. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2010. Winner COOL and KOALA Awards 
2011.  
---. Old Tom, Man of Mystery. ABC Books, 2003. 
Winner YABBA, CROW and KOALA Awards 2004. 
---. Old Tom’s Holiday. ABC Books, 2002. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year Award 2003. Winner YABBA Awards 2003. 
Winner CROW Awards 2004, 2005. Winner BILBY Awards 2005. 
Honey, Elizabeth. Ten Blue Wrens. Allen & Unwin, 2011.  
Shortlisted Qld Literary Awards‚ Children’s Book Award 2012. 
---. That’s Not a Daffodil! Allen & Unwin, 2011. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2011. 
Hume, Lachie. Clancy the Courageous Cow. Omnibus, 2006. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2006, 2009. 
Hunt, Julie and Ron Brooks. The Coat. Allen & Unwin, 2012. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2013. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards, 
Children’s Books 2013. 
Jinks, Catherine and Andrew McLean. Katie and Cleo Move In. Penguin, 2007. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2010. 
---. You’ll Wake the Baby! Penguin, 2000. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2001. 
Jorgensen, Norman and James Foley. The Last Viking. Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2011. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2012. 
Jorgensen, Norman and Brian Harrison-Lever. In Flanders Fields. Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 
2002. 
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Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2003. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ 
Children’s Books 2003. 
---. The Call of the Osprey. Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2004. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2004. 
Kane, Kim and Lucia Masciullo. Family Forest. Little Hare Books, 2010. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2011. 
King, Stephen Michael. Milli, Jack and the Dancing Cat. Allen & Unwin, 2003. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2004. 
---. Mutt Dog! Scholastic, 2004. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted CBCA Picture 
Book of the Year 2005. Winner COOL, CROW, KOALA and YABBA Awards 2005. 
Laguna, Sofie and Kerry Argent. Too Loud Lily. Omnibus Books, 2002. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2003. 
Lee, Lyn and Kim Gamble. Eight. Omnibus Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. 
Lester, Alison. Are We There Yet? A Journey Around Australia. Viking, 2004. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2005. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2006, 2007, 
2008, 2009. Bestseller 04/05, 05/06. 
---. Ernie Dances to the Didgeridoo. Hodder Children’s, 2000. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2001. 
---. One Small Island. Viking, 2011. 
Winner CBCA Eve Pownall Award for Information Books 2012. Shortlisted ABIA Book of 
the Year for Younger Children 2012. 
---. Running with the Horses. Penguin, 2009. 
Shortlisted Prime Minister’s Literary Awards 2010. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for 
Younger Children 2010. 
---. Sophie Scott Goes South. Viking, 2012 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2013. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year 
for Younger children 2013. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 
2013. 
Li, Cunxin and Anne Spudvilas. The Peasant Prince. Viking, 2007. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2008. Winner ABIA Book of the Year for 
Younger Children 2008. Winner NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize 
for Children’s Literature 2008. Winner Qld Premier’s Literary Awards, Children’s Book 
Award 2008. 
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Lofthouse, Liz and Robert Ingpen. Ziba Came on a Boat. Viking, 2007. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2008. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary 
Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2008. Winner WA Premier’s 
Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2008. 
Marsden, John and Sally Rippin. Millie. Pan Macmillan, 2002. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2011. 
Marshall, Felicity. Sage’s Ark. Fremantle Press, 2000. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2001. 
Matthews, Cecily and Freya Blackwood. Emily’s Rapunzel Hair. ABC Books, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. 
Matthews, Penny and Andrew McLean. A Year on Our Farm. Omnibus Books, 2002. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2003. Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book 
of the Year 2003. 
Matthews, Tina. Waiting for Later. Walker Books, 2011. 
Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary Awards, Children’s Book Award 2011. 
McKimmie, Chris. Brian Banana Duck Sunshine Yellow. Allen & Unwin, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2007. 
---. Special Kev. Allen & Unwin, 2008. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. 
---. Two Peas in a Pod. Allen & Unwin, 2010. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2011. 
McKinlay, Meg and Leila Rudge. No Bears. Walker Books, 2011. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2012. Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book 
of the Year 2012. 
Millard, Glenda and Stephen Michael King. Applesauce and the Christmas Miracle. ABC Books, 
2008. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2009. Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book 
Awards, Children’s Books 2009. 
Millard, Glenda and Patricia Mullins. Lighting Jack. Scholastic, 2012. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2013. 
Miller, David. Refugees. Lothian Books, 2004. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2005. 
Morgan, Palo and Chris Nixon. Crocodile Cake. Fremantle Press, 2008. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards, Children’s Books 2009. 
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Morrison,Yvonne and Kilmeny Niland. An Aussie Night Before Christmas. Scholastic, 2005. 
Bestseller 06/07, 07/08, 08/09, 09/10. 
Murray, Martine and Sally Rippin. Mannie and the Long Brave Day. Allen & Unwin, 2009. 
Shortlisted Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2010. 
Niland, Deborah. Annie’s Chair. Viking, 2005. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. Winner COOL Awards 2007. 
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2007. Winner KOALA Awards 2008. 
---. It’s Bedtime, William! Viking, 2010. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2011. 
Niland, Kilmeny. An Aussie Day Before Christmas. Scholastic, 2008. 
Bestseller 08/09. 
Norrington, Leonie and Dee Huxley. You and Me: Our Place. Working Title Press, 2007. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2008. 
Oliver, Narelle. Don’t Let a Spoonbill in the Kitchen. Omnibus Books, 2013. 
Winner Qld Literary Awards‚ Best Children’s Book 2013. 
---. Fox and Fine Feathers. Omnibus Books, 2009. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2010. Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Children’s Book Award 2010. 
---. Home. Omnibus Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2007. Winner NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ 
Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2007. Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Children’s Book Award 2007. 
Omerod, Jan. Lizzie Nonsense. Little Hare Books, 2004. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2005. 
---. Water Witcher. Little Hare Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2004. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2004. Shortlisted WA Premier’s 
Book Awards, Children’s Books 2004. 
Omerod, Jan and Freya Blackwood. Maudie and Bear. Little Hare Books, 2010. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2011. Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year 
for Younger Children 2011. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia 
Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2011. 
Ottley, Matt. Faust’s Party. Hodder Children’s, 2000. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2001. 
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Pryor, Boori Monty and Jan Ormerod. Shake a Leg. Allen & Unwin, 2010. 
Winner Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2011. 
Quay, Emma. Shrieking Violet. Scholastic, 2010. 
Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature 2011. 
Rabbit, Cat and Isobel Knowles. Owl Know How. Thames & Hudson, 2012. 
Shortlisted ABIA Book of the Year for Younger Children 2013. 
Riddle, Tohby. Irving the Magician. Viking, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2006. Shortlisted Qld Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Children’s Book Award 2006. 
---. My Uncle’s Donkey. Viking, 2010. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2011. 
---. Nobody Owns the Moon. Viking, 2008. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2009. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary 
Awards, Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2009. Shortlisted WA Premier’s 
Book Awards, Children’s Books 2009. 
---. The Singing Hat. Penguin, 2000. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2001. 
Rogers, Gregory. The Hero of Little Street. Allen & Unwin, 2009. 
Winner CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2010. Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ 
Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2010. 
Russell, Elaine. A is for Aunty. ABC Books, 2001. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2001. Shortlisted CBCA Eve Pownall Award 
for Information Books 2001. 
Shanahan, Lisa and Emma Quay. Bear and Chook. Hodder Children’s, 2002. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2003. 
---. Bear and Chook by the Sea. Lothian Books, 2009. 
Winner CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2010. 
---. Daddy’s Having a Horse. Hodder Children’s, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. 
Spinks, Sarah, Carolyn Polizzotto and Marion Duke. Trumpet’s Kittens. Fremantle Arts Centre 
Press, 2003. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2003. 
Stafford, Liliana and Sophia Zielinski. The Shy Mala. Windy Hollow Books, 2006. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2006. 
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Sullivan, Rosemary and Dee Huxley. Tom Tom. Working Title Press, 2008. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2009. 
Tan, Shaun. The Lost Thing. Lothian Books, 2000. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2001. 
---. The Red Tree. Lothian Books, 2001. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2002. Winner NSW Premier’s Literary 
Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature 2002. Shortlisted WA Premier’s 
Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2002. 
Tanner, Jane. Isabella’s Secret. Puffin, 2004. 
Bestseller 10/11, 11/12. 
---. Playmates. Penguin, 2002. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2003. 
Thompson, Colin. The Big Little Book of Happy Sadness. Random House, 2008. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2009. 
---. The Violin Man. Hodder Children’s, 2003. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2004. 
Thompson, Colin et al. Dust. ABC Books, 2007. 
Honour Book, CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2008. 
Thompson, Colin and Sarah Davis. Fearless. ABC Books, 2009. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2010. Winner COOL and KOALA 
Awards 2010. 
---. Fearless in Love. ABC Books, 2009. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2010. Winner KOALA Awards 2012. 
Walker, Anna. Peggy. Scholastic, 2012. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2013. 
Wallam, Angus, Suzanne Kelly and Norma MacDonald. Corroboree. UWAP, 2004. 
Shortlisted WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2004. 
Watts, Frances. Captain Crabclaw’s Crew. ABC Books, 2009. 
Shortlisted REAL Awards 2012. 
Watts, Frances and David Francis. A Rat in a Stripy Sock. Harper Collins, 2010. 
Shortlisted REAL Awards 2012. 
Watts, Frances and David Legge. Kisses for Daddy. Little Hare Books, 2005. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2006. 
Watts, Frances and Judy Watson. Goodnight, Mice! HarperCollins, 2011. 
Winner Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2012. 
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Wild, Margaret and Kerry Argent. Nighty Night! ABC Books, 2000. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2001. 
Wild, Margaret and Freya Blackwood. Harry and Hopper. Omnibus Books, 2009. 
Shortlisted NSW Premier’s Literary Awards‚ Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s 
Literature 2010. Shortlisted Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, Children’s Fiction 2010. 
Winner WA Premier’s Book Awards‚ Children’s Books 2010. 
Wild, Margaret and Stephen Michael King. The Pocket Dogs. Omnibus Books, 2000. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2001. Winner CYBER Awards, 2001, 
2002. Winner KOALA Awards 2002. Shortlisted BILBY Awards 2009. 
---. The Pocket Dogs Go On Holiday. Omnibus, 2008.  
Shortlisted KOALA Awards 2009, 2010. Shortlisted YABBA Awards 2010. 
Wild, Margaret and David Legge. Baby Boomsticks. ABC Books, 2003. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2004. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 
2005. Winner BILBY Awards 2006. 
Wild, Margaret and Deborah Niland. Chatterbox. Penguin, 2006. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2007. Winner KOALA Awards 
2007. 
Wild, Margaret and Donna Rawlins. Seven More Sleeps. Working Title Press, 2004. 
Honour Book, CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2005. 
Wild, Margaret and Julie Vivas. Puffling. Omnibus Books, 2008. 
Shortlisted CBCA Early Childhood Book of the Year 2009. Shortlisted KOALA Awards 
2010. 
Winch, John. Run, Hare, Run! Little Hare Books, 2005. 
Shortlisted CBCA Picture Book of the Year 2006. 
 
 
